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EXAMINATION OF THE U.S. DEPARTMENT OF 
VETERANS AFFAIRS BENEFITS DELIVERY AT 
DISCHARGE AND QUICK START PROGRAMS 


THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 2010 

U.S. House of Representatives, 

Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and 

Memorial Affairs, 

Washington, DC. 

The Subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 2:03 p.m., in Room 
334, Cannon House Office Building, Hon. John J. Hall [Chairman 
of the Subcommittee] presiding. 

Present: Representatives Hall, Rodriguez, and Lamborn. 

Mr. Hall. Welcome to the Subcommittee on Disability Assistance 
and Memorial Affairs Subcommittee hearing on Examination of the 
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Benefits Delivery at Dis- 
charge (BDD) and Quick Start Programs. 

Could I ask everyone, please, to rise for the Pledge of Allegiance? 

[Pledge of Allegiance.] 

Mr. Hall. Thank you, all. Ladies and gentlemen, we are here 
today to examine the Benefits Delivery at Discharge or BDD and 
Quick Start programs, two components of the pre-discharge pro- 
gram, which were established by the U.S. Departments of I)efense 
(DoD) and Veterans Affairs to streamline servicemembers’ transi- 
tion from active duty to veteran status. 

And because of the scheduling problems that we have here in the 
House with multiple Committee meetings, I am going to recognize 
Ranking Member Lamborn for his opening statement, first. 

Mr. Lamborn. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. DOUG LAMBORN 

Mr. Lamborn. Well, thank you, Mr. Chairman. I appreciate your 
flexibility in doing this. Normally, I am very happy to go second 
here. But I do have to be at another Subcommittee where I am also 
the Ranking Member, so it is one of those times when I wish I 
could be in two places at once. 

I also welcome everyone today to this hearing on the Benefits De- 
livery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs. These programs are 
focused on the concept of providing a seamless transition from mili- 
tary service to civilian life. 

I, along with Chairman Hall, my fellow Subcommittee Members, 
and many of you here are long-time advocates for creating a seam- 
less transition. Therefore, I am sure we can all recognize the inher- 

( 1 ) 
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ent value of beginning the VA claims process while service medical 
records are readily available and proof of service-connection is eas- 
ily established. 

Allowing veterans to file VA compensation claims prior to separa- 
tion from active duty is simply a logical approach. BDD is more ef- 
ficient than the traditional VA claims process and it eliminates 
many problems that are created by the time gap that often exists 
between discharge and application for benefits. 

Among the requirements to establish eligibility for VA compensa- 
tion, veterans must be able to show that a condition was incurred 
during service and that there is a continuity of treatment between 
that incurrence and the current condition for which they are filing. 

Obviously with BDD there is no time gap, so it alleviates the 
need to show continuity of treatment. This saves both the veteran 
and the VA a lot of time and effort obtaining private treatment 
records. One can imagine that such efforts can become quite exten- 
sive for claims filed several years subsequent to service. 

In 2008, full Committee Ranking Member Steve Buyer requested 
a U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) assessment of the 
BDD program. GAO’s findings confirmed that allowing claims to be 
filed prior to discharge is more efficient than the traditional VA 
claims process. 

While I am optimistic about the overall assessment of the pro- 
gram, I encourage VA to make every effort to improve the program 
and increase access to BDD sites. I believe that processing as many 
claims as possible in this manner will have a positive impact 
throughout the entire system. 

Thank you and I yield back. And once again, thank you, 
Mr. Chairman. 

[The prepared statement of Congressman Lamborn appears on 

p. 28.] 

OPENING STATEMENT OF CHAIRMAN HALL 

Mr. Hall. Thank you, Mr. Lamborn. 

By way of background, any member of the Armed Forces who has 
seen active duty, including those in the Guard and Reserve, are eli- 
gible to apply for VA disability benefits prior to leaving military 
service through the BDD or Quick Start pre-discharge programs. 
During the application process, servicemembers can get help in 
completing forms and preparing other required documentation from 
VA personnel located at their bases. 

Additionally, this pre-discharge program combines, both, the 
health exam required by DoD upon exiting the military and the VA 
disabilities assessment exam into one single exam. Once a BDD or 
Quick Start claim is approved, veterans may begin receiving bene- 
fits within 2 or 3 months, instead of the 6 to 7 months it would 
typically take if they had applied after discharge under the tradi- 
tional disability claims process. 

Participation in the BDD program is open to servicemembers 
who are within 60 to 180 days of being released from active duty 
and who are able to complete their scheduled VA medical examina- 
tions prior to leaving their points of separation. The Quick Start 
program is available to servicemembers within 1 to 59 days of sep- 
aration from service or servicemembers who do not meet the BDD 
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criteria requiring availability for all examinations prior to dis- 
charge. 

The BDD program started as a pilot program in 1995 at three 
Army bases and three VA regional offices (ROs). In 1998, VA and 
DoD fully rolled out the BDD program. 

Last Congress, my friend Congressman Peter Welch of Vermont 
introduced H.R. 2259, legislation to expand the BDD program to 
members of the National Guard and Reserves, which was incor- 
porated in the National Defense Authorization Act for 2008, Public 
Law 110-181. This statute ensures that Guardsmen as well as Re- 
servists can participate in the VA/DoD pre-discharge program. 

In the last 15 years, over 170,000 servicemembers have availed 
themselves of the BDD and Quick Start process. The programs 
have expanded from 3 military bases to more than 153 locations in 
the United States, Germany, and South Korea. 

According to VA, the majority of pre-discharge claims, 46,856 
claims to be exact, were processed in 2009 in a paperless environ- 
ment, with an average processing time of 95.5 days. It is VA’s stat- 
ed goal to process all compensation and pension claims in a 
paperless environment eventually, and the Subcommittee is com- 
mitted to helping VA achieve this. 

I, along with Congressman Rodriquez, and other Members of this 
Committee and Congress, requested that GAO prepare a report to 
assess the effectiveness of these programs. Quick Start and BDD, 
and I look forward to hearing from the GAO about its report, about 
its recommendations, how they have been implemented, and what, 
if any, impact they have had upon the pre-discharge program. 

We also look forward to feedback from veteran service organiza- 
tions as well as the VA and DoD on what, if any, resources are 
needed that we in Congress can provide to fully realize the full po- 
tential of these two programs. 

The examination of VA and DoD’s pre-discharge program follows 
up our last hearing concerning the implementation of the Veterans’ 
Benefits Improvement Act of 2008, which was codified in Public 
Law 110-389. That law paved the way for a number of initiatives 
also targeting the VA claims backlog, which is an issue that con- 
cerns us all. It is my hope that the BDD and Quick Start programs 
that we are considering today, coupled with the electronic claims 
system and other business process transformation efforts in Public 
Law 110-389, which are currently underway at VA, will together 
significantly transform the VA claims processing system so that 
someday, someday soon we may play Taps for the VA compensation 
and pension (C&P) backlog. 

I would like to remind our panelists that the complete written 
statements you have submitted are being made a part of the hear- 
ing record. Please limit your remarks to 5 minutes so that we can 
have sufficient time for questions and avoid the dreaded buzzer for 
the votes that will be called at some unknown time. 

Our first panel consists of David Bertoni, Director of Education, 
Workforce, and Income Security Issues with the Government Ac- 
countability Office. 

Mr. Bertoni, welcome. You are now recognized for 5 minutes. 

[The prepared statement of Chairman Hall appears on p. 27.] 
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STATEMENT OF DANIEL BERTONI, DIRECTOR, EDUCATION 

WORKFORCE, AND INCOME SECURITY ISSUES, U.S. GOVERN- 
MENT ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE 

Mr. Bertoni. Thank you very much. Good afternoon, Mr. Chair- 
man. I am pleased to be here to discuss the Benefits, Delivery at 
Discharge and Quick Start programs which represent a collabo- 
rative effort by the Departments of Veterans Affairs and Defense 
to expedite the disability claims process for servicemembers. These 
programs streamline access to VA disability benefits by allowing 
many servicemembers to file and initiate claims development prior 
to discharge, thus shortening the time it takes to receive benefits. 
Last year over 51,000 claims were filed through both programs. 

My statement today draws on our prior work and focuses on two 
areas, an assessment of VA’s overall management of the BDD pro- 
gram and steps VA and DoD have taken to expand access to both 
BDD and Quick Start. 

In summary, although VA awards benefits more quickly under 
BDD than through the traditional claims process, gaps in program 
management and accountability remain. We found that VA’s BDD 
timeliness measure excludes time spent and claims development 
prior to a servicemember’s discharge. Thus, VA has limited infor- 
mation on a frequently problematic phase of the process. 

Conversely, claims development activities are included in VA’s 
timeliness measure for traditional claims. Personnel, 12 of the 14 
intake sites we reviewed, noted significant claims development 
challenges, including difficulty in scheduling and completing exams 
and gathering additional medical evidence. We continue to believe 
that tracking the time and resources spent on claims development 
could help VA mitigate any barriers to program efficiency and serv- 
icemember participation. 

We also found that VA implemented two key initiatives, consoli- 
dation of BDD claims processing activities in two locations and 
paperless claims processing, without fully evaluating their effec- 
tiveness over prior practices. 

While we support VA’s efforts to achieve greater efficiencies, we 
continue to believe ongoing evaluation is necessary to optimize re- 
sults for these initiatives. And finally, we identified gaps of VA’s 
monitoring activities for this program. At the time of our review, 
VA reviewed BDD operations in only 16 of 40 Regional Offices and 
reviewers rarely examined these cases to ensure they were properly 
developed and they lacked protocols to do so. Per our recommenda- 
tion, VA has since taken steps to increase the scope and quality of 
site visits. 

In regard to improving servicemember access to expedited serv- 
ices, VA and DoD have taken a number of actions, most notably es- 
tablishing the Quick Start Program for servicemembers, such as 
National Guard and Reservists who are generally unable to com- 
plete the BDD application and medical exams prior to discharge. 

We have recommended and VA has begun to collect additional 
data to assess whether Quick Start is meeting servicemember 
needs. However, as with BDD, VA has no plans to track the time 
spent developing these claims. 

VA and DoD have also coordinated to increase program aware- 
ness of BDD and Quick Start through VA benefit briefings and 
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DoD has established an 85 percent participation goal for those 
briefings. However, our work shows that DoD needs better metrics 
for capturing servicemember participation, as well as a service de- 
livery plan for meeting its targeted goal. 

Despite these efforts, during our site visits, we identified numer- 
ous implementation challenges associated with local DoD and VA 
agreements intended to prevent redundancies and servicemember 
inconvenience in obtaining required medical exams. These chal- 
lenges were often due to turnover on base command, communica- 
tion breakdowns and resource constraints, sometimes resulting in 
multiple unnecessary medical exams and delayed claims develop- 
ment. 

However, in response to our findings and recommendation, VA 
and DoD have begun to explore local office best practices to address 
challenges to the cooperative exam process. 

And in closing, I want to strongly emphasize that at a time when 
so many servicemembers are being discharged with injuries and 
the current conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, opportunities exist to 
improve, both, the BDD and Quick Start programs as long as both 
VA and DoD maintain a sharp focus on accountability and follow 
through on recommended actions. 

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my remarks. I am happy to answer 
any questions you may have. I am within my time. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Bertoni appears on p. 28.] 

Mr. Hall. Good job setting an example for all witnesses to come. 

Mr. Bertoni. I’ve set a high bar. 

Mr. Hall. And maybe for the Chairman himself. 

Thank you, Mr. Bertoni. You point out that VA has established 
only one performance measure for BDD and Quick Start programs, 
which is tracking participation in the programs. VA does not track 
for these claims, as it does for general compensation claims, how 
much time a veteran has to wait for a final decision, the average 
days that it takes to complete all work to reach a final decision or 
the percentage of claims with no processing errors. 

How do you think additional performance measurements, such as 
those mentioned, could assist VA in fully implementing these pro- 
grams? 

Mr. Bertoni. I think the rationale is that they had the STAR- 
review process, which is a systematic technical accuracy review 
where they sample a number of cases. Our concern is that this re- 
view is not capturing enough of these type of specialized cases to 
give them a good enough reading on what is going on. 

So in general, you need good management information data to 
improve your program. You need to know how accurate your cases 
are, how consistent you are rating cases, how much time they are 
being taken to be processed, how long they sit in a particular 
phase. 

Right now, there are three entry points for getting VA benefits, 
the traditional method, the DES — the DoD VA Disability Evalua- 
tion System pilot, which down the road might go worldwide, and 
there is BDD and Quick Start. For the other two programs, I can 
look at the metrics and I can track from time of entry, from time 
of application to the time those benefits are delivered and get a 
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good sense of what is going on at all phases. That is not the case 
with BDD and Quick Start. 

Mr. Hall. Your testimony also notes that VA tracks days it 
takes to process traditional claims starting with the date that a 
veteran first files a claim. Whereas, it tracks days to process BDD 
claims starting with the date of discharge of that servicememher. 
This approach does not count the time that VA spends developing 
the claim while the servicememher is still in active duty or still 
under the DoD’s purview. 

The VA claims it does not measure the full claim processing time 
because it lacks legal authority to provide compensation until a 
servicememher is discharged and becomes a veteran. Do you have 
any suggestions that might allow VA to track the time to process 
the entire disability claim, including that time before discharge and 
how might this improve the BDD and Quick Start programs? 

Mr. Bertoni. Absolutely. I agree they don’t have the legal au- 
thority to pay the claim but they have the legal authority to de- 
velop the case, and if a person applies for benefits while a service- 
member, the clock ticks, the VA representatives develop that case, 
it gets to a point where it is rating ready and you stop the clock. 
So if that is 1, 2 or 3 months, that is the development phase. 

Six months down the road, once that person discharges, the clock 
starts again. That is the rating phase, whatever that takes, the 76 
days. We put those two pieces together. That is development. That 
is the entire time for the case to be developed. So it is not a matter 
of not having legal authority to pay. They can develop a case before 
they are able to pay. It is a matter of doing it. 

And again, it is happening with the DES pilot right now between 
DoD and VA. They are tracking from date of referral to date of pay- 
ment and it is possible and we believe it is reasonable for them to 
be doing, to make this process more transparent, and it is certainly 
to give them the metrics and the data that they can make adjust- 
ments down the road. 

One thing they have not been able to do is to reach their 60-day 
optimal goal at the back end. Perhaps that is due to problems at 
the front end with development, but they are not tracking it, they 
are not looking at it. If they were, they might be able to make the 
adjustments to reach that 60-day goal at the front end. 

Mr. Hall. Right. Well, thank you, sir. We have a few examples 
that have come before the Committee and the Subcommittee where 
VA and DoD have maybe not been as cooperative or may not have 
allowed the overlap of work to happen that would enable a seam- 
less transition in several different areas, and since we have rep- 
resentatives from both DoD and VA here, maybe we will get a 
chance to talk about that. 

But you note in your testimony that most VA and DoD Memo- 
randums of Understanding (MOUs) require a VA physician to ad- 
minister the joint physical exam required by BDD and Quick Start. 
You also mentioned that only 7 percent of those MOUs surveyed 
permit disability exams to be administered by either a VA or DoD 
physician. Do you suggest that MOUs need to be expanded to per- 
mit DoD physicians or contracted physicians to conduct these 
exams as well as VA docs? How does the effectiveness of this pro- 
gram suffer as a result of this limitation? 
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Mr. Bertoni. I think, again, I will just hearken back to the pilot, 
the DES pilot, though that is right now basically, it is primarily 
the exams are coming from VA staff. Even in this program, I think 
90 percent of the exams are being conducted by either VA staff or 
contracted with VA. I think the thinking is they have the broader 
expertise to assist in making the fit/unfit decision for the military, 
but also to assess and compile all the other potential injuries that 
that person might claim down the road for VA benefits. 

At the same time, there is leeway in those agreements for DoD 
physicians, DoD contractors or some type of hybrid approach be- 
tween VA and DoD to do, sort of, share those duties. 

I think that what it comes down to in a lot of respects is re- 
sources. And right now VA has stepped up and I am not sure if 
they have asked or what the dialogue is between VA and DoD as 
to expanding the role on DoD’s end. 

Mr. Hall. Well, the dialogue between Secretary Shinseki and 
Secretary Gates has certainly been, I think, at a deeper level and 
a more cooperative level than what I have noticed in previous cases 
of Secretaries of both Departments. Hopefully that cooperative rela- 
tionship will translate down through both Departments. 

You also noted in your testimony that VA has implemented two 
initiatives to improve BDD and Quick Start, but that they did not 
fully evaluate either. These include VA’s consolidating claims, proc- 
essing activities into two regional offices and creating a paperless 
claims processing system. Do you know why VA has not evaluated 
these measures and what the implications might be of not doing 
that? 

Mr. Bertoni. I think the position was that they — I think in one 
of the meetings, as far as the electronic processing goes, it was a 
proof of concept. It appeared to work. We decided to rule it out. 
And now that is ruled out, it didn’t make any sense to go back, 
cease and desist and evaluate it. We gave them that. At the end 
of the day we said that is fine, but we still think that you need to 
go back in and develop an evaluation plan for both of these efforts: 
What level of performance are you shooting for; what metrics are 
you going to measure against in terms of how you are trending; 
and, ultimately, how are you evaluating this? 

This is basic principles of pilot planning, basic principles of busi- 
ness reengineering processes. We didn’t see it. We would hope that 
they agree to look at this and monitor it. I don’t know what they 
are doing right now, but I believe they have gone back and are 
looking at some of the aspects of both of those programs. Our rec- 
ommendations are open. Down the road we will look further into 
it and see if we can close them out. 

Mr. Hall. Thank you. 

Mr. Rodriguez, would you like to ask a question? 

Mr. Rodriguez. Yes. Thank you. Let me first apologize for being 
late. 

Let me ask you — I know you have addressed this issue many 
times in the past from the GAO perspective and made rec- 
ommendations and we have had a lot of difficulty in the transition 
between DoD and VA. We have pumped in a lot of money trying 
to get the DoD and the VA to come together and I think somebody 
explained that DoD has another great system; however, and the VA 
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has a ^eat system, they just don’t talk to each other. I was won- 
dering if you had any thoughts about what we need to do next after 
my 12 years on the Committee, this dialogue occurred even before 
I arrived here. What do we need to do to or what kind of studies 
do we need to do to get us to the next level? 

At one point we had talked about getting a private entity to come 
in from the outside and try to do the same first and now, as you 
have done, the GAO reports indicate a number of areas where a 
variety of programs could be tracing data more effectively. What 
other GAO studies could be utilized that would give us a better 
handle as to how to do this? From your perspective, what other 
GAO studies or reports could be helpful for us coming to grips with 
this and now moving forward with the VA and trying to get it to 
the next level? 

Mr. Bertoni. Okay. Let me just say, we have been at the ground 
floor at both the DES the pilot, as well as looking at the BDD pro- 
gram for quite some time. So I would say, in terms of two large 
bureaucracies coming together and trying to merge or meld two 
processes that, I think, both think they do very well, I think there 
are just external forces — ^Walter Reed, the current wars, oversight 
on your part, GAO — basically involved here are sort of, I don’t want 
to say forcing, but helping them to work together. And I could say 
in, both, the BDD program as well as the DES pilot, there is a lot 
of cooperation between the two entities, not always consistent in 
terms of how they view every aspect, but I would say, very produc- 
tive in terms of their cooperation. 

In terms of information, we have received and the cooperation we 
have received in both those efforts, it has been exceptional, so I 
just want you to know that. 

I think, as far as further improvement, these two programs, the 
BDD and the DES pilot, they are very close, so I am sorry — I know 
it is BDD, but I want to bring that in also. 

They just need to keep working to sort of, to refine the machine, 
and I think this report that we issued, we essentially said BDD 
and Quick Start is a good program. It has many positive attributes. 
It just needs to be refined and tweaked. And if you do some of 
these things, it will be a better program in terms of service deliv- 
ery. 

In terms of other reports, we have a body of work. I would much 
rather think about that and perhaps submit something to you at 
a later time. 

Mr. Rodriguez. I would like to see those ideas because a lot of 
times you react to what we come out with but you might have a 
better feel as to what might be helpful to improve services as we 
provide more resources. And at some point we felt, and we should 
have for good reason that we weren’t providing them with the nec- 
essary resources. 

But as we move forward with resources, we expect them to be 
held accountable. Can you provide me or the Chairman, with some 
ideas as to how we can go about additional studies that could be 
done to allow for more recommendations and how best to do this? 

Because as elected officials, our biggest problem is not only the 
bureaucracy out there, but I am sure that this is the same case for 
the Secretary. 
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Mr. Bertoni. Sure and, just, I am in the process now of drafting 
a report for this Committee, looking at training for VSRs and 
RVSRs. That is going to he very important in terms of the fact that 
they have hired 4,200 staff over the last several years. These folks 
are the folks that are being placed in these rating centers, in these 
processing centers. They are the ones that are going to have to 
move this work, are crucial to accuracy, consistency and timeliness 
of the work. 

So I think that is an important piece we are doing it. We will 
be out shortly. We also have some work. We just issued and under 
way, looking at how they can expedite the backlog problem, so I 
will have my staff get in contact with you. 

Mr. Rodriguez. With the understanding that, we have only dealt 
with about 8 million veterans from 23 million in the country, we 
have to continue to push forth on the outreach to our veterans. 
Okay. Thank you. 

Mr. Bertoni. And the BDD program is a good tool for the out- 
reach and education to sort of bring that service into play earlier 
in the servicemember’s life. 

Mr. Hall. Thank you, Mr. Rodriguez. I would just say that I 
think we all are in agreement that these are good programs that 
are positive steps for our veterans and we are trying to figure out 
how to make them better. 

As part of that quest, and noting that VA has created a pre-dis- 
charge Web site so that servicemembers can initiate Quick Start or 
BDD claim electronically, I wanted to ask you in closing whether 
you think this paperless system should be expanded to permit all 
claims to be processed or initiated electronically. How much effect 
do you think that would have upon the stubborn claims backlog? 

Mr. Bertoni. In terms of having accessibility via the Web site, 
I think that is — all modern business is heading in that direction. 
You know, commerce and transactions, that is how it is happening 
today. We have servicemembers coming back, these young individ- 
uals who have, you know, they are very familiar with that kind of 
public service delivery. So any time you can do that, open up an- 
other portal for quick service, we would support that. 

We have not got in and looked at the actual functioning of that 
system, so the jury’s out there. 

What was the other part of your question? 

Mr. Hall. That was it. Thank you. 

Thank you, Mr. Bertoni. I appreciate very much your testimony 
and look forward to your next progress report, and you are now ex- 
cused with our gratitude. 

Mr. Bertoni. We will follow up on recommendations and keep 
you apprised. 

Mr. Hall. We will absolutely try to do our best. 

Because of scheduling and travel plans, we are going to ask the 
Honorable Noel Koch, Deputy Under Secretary of Defense, from the 
third panel, to come up and be our next panel all by himself. He 
is the Under Secretary for Wounded Warrior Care and Transition 
Policy at the U.S. Department of Defense, and we will just take 
you, Mr. Under Secretary, out of order so you can make your plane. 

As usual, your statement is a part of the written record of this 
hearing, so feel free to improvise as you wish for 5 minutes. 
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You are now recognized, sir. 

STATEMENT OF HON. NOEL C. KOCH, DEPUTY UNDER SEC- 
RETARY OF DEFENSE (WOUNDED WARRIOR CARE AND 

TRANSITION POLICY), U.S. DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE 

Mr. Koch. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thank you very much 
for your consideration and realigning the witnesses. It is a great 
pleasure, as always, to be before this Committee, and as you al- 
ready have my testimony, this is, of course, this is an area in which 
we are, we are a junior partner and, in fact, with the Veterans Ad- 
ministration and happy to be. 

So our job and our responsibility is, for the most part, to make 
sure that our veterans — or not veterans but pre-veterans, people 
who are prior to separation, who will be separating, are fully in- 
formed on the programs and the benefits that are available to 
them. 

And so as Mr. Bertoni has indicated, this is very much a work 
in progress. The programs, themselves, are unexceptionable, I 
think. There is always room for improvement, but I think that the 
programs themselves are excellent. The question is, are we — how 
is it working on the execution side? 

So in the interest of improvement, one of the things that we did, 
as you know, I think, Mr. Chairman and Members, our responsi- 
bility is to focus on wounded warriors and their care and their 
transition either back to active duty or to veteran status. And of 
course, many of them do go back on active duty. 

And so that, it would appear that our charter is somewhat lim- 
ited to those people and, of course, the programs that we are talk- 
ing about are much broader and encompass all the servicemembers 
that we have. 

So, but, from the perspective, from the place that we stand in 
this process, we do touch, I think, morally wounded warriors, but 
everybody across the board. 

As you are familiar with the Transition Assistance Program 
(TAP), this was started during the Gulf War. It is 20 years old, or 
more than 20 years old now. And it was very much outdated and 
so last November we went away for a week, took this thing apart 
completely, along with our colleagues in this endeavor, and put it 
back together and updated it so that it accommodates people who 
are not very much, very well accommodated previously, our Na- 
tional Guardsmen and our Reservists who are very much engaged 
in the fight today. 

And so in other areas of communication, again, this seems to be 
the entire issue is how do we make our people aware of what is 
available to them. And I have now visited many, many hospitals 
and warrior transition units and met with hundreds and hundreds, 
literally of, just our clients and people we are responsible for, con- 
stituents, and it is a constant source of partly amazement and part- 
ly disappointment at how little aware they are. And so before we 
get to the challenging questions, I think we can stipulate that we 
are not doing as well in this communications effort. The numbers 
don’t show it and the anecdotal revenues doesn’t show it, and so 
we are working very hard to correct that and to find a way to com- 
municate. 
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And, Mr. Chairman and Members, you will appreciate this. This 
is partly a generational issue. They don’t communicate the way 
people my age communicate. They don’t refer to these thick manu- 
als that we put out, that they are just chock full of information, 
which nobody reads. 

Even Web sites are becoming somewhat antiquated in the eyes 
of some of our younger servicemembers and so we have, and I have 
indicated in my testimony, we are moving into social media, such 
as Facebook. 

It is very successful. We have two Marines on the space station 
who are friends of ours on Facebook, and we have other people like 
this, and we are working with Twitter, and we are finding some 
success here. 

Now, how successful are we? These programs are too embryonic 
at this point for us to make a judgment to say, okay, we know this 
is working, the baseline still remains to be established and I am 
about to run out of 5 minutes, and so I will be happy to take your 
questions. Thank you. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Koch appears on p. 36.] 

Mr. Hall. Thank you, sir. I appreciate your work and your testi- 
mony and your brevity and also your written submission, during 
which, you point out that servicemembers learn of BDD and Quick 
Start programs during the TAP briefings. 

However, GAO states that only the Marines have made these 
briefings mandatory. We have learned that while DoD policy re- 
quires commanders to allow servicemembers to attend TAP ses- 
sions upon the Member’s request, in some cases servicemembers 
have not been released from their other duties in order to attend 
TAP briefings. 

So given this, why are the TAP briefings not made mandatory for 
all of the service branches? And further, why not make BDD and 
Quick Start available for all servicemembers as a part of the nor- 
mal discharge process? 

Mr. Koch. Let me answer the first part of your question, Mr. 
Chairman, first. This — you have touched on a very sore point here, 
and it is a sore one with me particularly because we would like to 
make just about everything that constitutes a benefit or a prospec- 
tive benefit for the servicemembers mandatory, for them to be 
aware of these things. 

And in some cases we have been successful in making that hap- 
pen. In other cases we have not. There are contravening priorities 
here. In some cases, you know, we have limited manpower and 
where some of these things can be done in theater, they are also 
fighting a war in theater, and so it becomes difficult to persuade 
the higher authorities to make certain programs mandatory be- 
cause the commanders object to that, and so to some extent it be- 
comes almost a local option. 

We want it to be mandatory for the servicemember to have, to 
be able to be told about it, and then if they want to avail them- 
selves of the additional information to be briefed or counseled, 
whatever arrangements are provided for them, then their com- 
manders, it should be mandatory for the commanders to release 
them so that they can avail themselves of this benefit. We have 
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not, in every case, been able to do that, and I think we will just 
continually chip away at it. 

I am sorry. The second question, I believe, was why are the bene- 
fits delivery in Quick Start not available to all of them. Quick 
Start, as you know, essentially focused more on the benefit accrues 
to the Reservists and that National Guardsmen, more usefully than 
to our active components. And the reason for it is, of course, they 
don’t know. There is a shorter fuse on this, a shorter timeline for 
them to get into the system and the reason is because they don’t 
necessarily know when they are going to be up for rotation. 

As far as the BDD is concerned, this is available to everybody. 
It is just that not everybody needs to have these benefits. They are 
not necessarily all hurt in any way that would give them access, 
and in other cases they just don’t want to bother with it. And the 
third case, as I indicated in my oral testimony, in some cases I am 
sure there are people that simply don’t know about it because we 
have failed to reach them. 

Mr. Hall. Well, I appreciate that. I think we all share the goal 
that you just stated of having the knowledge of these programs 
made available and passed on to every servicemember, be they ac- 
tive duty. Guard or Reserve. 

I am still curious as to why the Marines have made the Transi- 
tion Assistance Program briefings mandatory and the other serv- 
ices have not. I don’t know. Mayb^e we need to get that answer from 
somebody else. But it is two schools of thought obviously. 

The Quick Start program was created to ensure that our soldiers 
serving in active duty who come from Guard and Reserve units can 
also take advantage of the benefits of the pre-discharge program. 
Are we offering Quick Start at Guard bases? In particular, I am cu- 
rious whether my own constituents serving, for instance, in the Na- 
tional Guard at Camp Smith and New York and the Hudson Val- 
ley, can get a Quick Start exam when they return and demobilize 
there? 

Mr. Koch. Mr. Chairman, I think I am going to have to get back 
to you on that question because I think it is a split issue. In some 
places it is available and other places it is not available. 

[The DoD subsequently provided the following information:] 

The Department of Veterans Affairs provides information on the Quick Start pro- 
gram at military installations where demobilization/deactivation of National 
Guard and Reserves takes place and there is a VA presence. National Guard and 
Reservists can file their Quick Start claim while still on Active Duty; however, 
the examination to meet the requirements of Quick Start cannot be accomplished 
in the limited time during demobilization/deactivation. 

Once the servicemember has completed and submitted the Quick Start application 
a VA representative can schedule the member for the Quick Start examination 
prior to their release from Active Duty. The actual examination occurs after the 
servicemember has returned to home station. 

Mr. Hall. Maybe when you get back to us because other Mem- 
bers, I am sure, would like to know for their districts, how that de- 
cision is made and what, you know, what percentage of bases and 
where they are and, you know, how is it decided that, you know, 
which base will have a Quick Start examination available. 

And lastly, I want to ask you, the Subcommittee has taken a par- 
ticular interest in servicemembers suffering from post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD), traumatic brain injury (TBI) and military 
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sexual trauma (MST) to make sure that they receive the benefits 
to which they are entitled. The full VA Committee on the House 
side has examined how some servicemembers suffering from these 
disabilities take their own lives before they get help, or in spite of 
getting help, or tragically, we have a record number of veterans 
and soldiers who are still in uniform committing suicide or at- 
tempting suicide. 

With this in mind, could you offer some thoughts about the steps 
we are taking during the pre-discharge process to screen for PTSD, 
TBI, MST and possible depression or other psychological states 
that might lead to suicidal tendencies? 

Mr. Koch. Yes, sir. Let me try to provide a blanket answer to 
that if I may. We try to screen for these disabilities before the serv- 
icemember moves on to — for example, when they come back from 
theater, they are tested to see if they are exhibiting symptoms of 
post-traumatic stress or other psychological and mental health 
issues that might be debilitating. And we just don’t have our arms 
around it. I am sorry. Again, I could probably give you a very elo- 
quent long answer that wouldn’t make a whole lot of sense and by 
the time you distilled it, it would come down to the fact that we 
are still just not very good at this. 

One of the problems is, I can tell you in my generation coming 
back from Vietnam, there are a lot of things that people look for 
in terms of symptoms, maybe symptoms of post-traumatic stress, 
but they also may be symptoms of the fact that you are just coming 
home hot, you don’t want to be here in many cases. You know, you 
want to be back down range, you want to be with your unit, you 
want to be with your friends, you don’t want to face the complexity 
of the life that you are going back to. 

There are a lot of reasons why people come home in ways and 
upset and exhibit symptoms that may be construed as post-trau- 
matic stress or other — ^you know, TBI is the result of, you know, 
that is different. We know what that is. But diagnosing post-trau- 
matic stress is a very — is a problem of a different magnitude and 
while the symptoms that you are looking at really are not symp- 
toms, but are being misread, that does not preclude that individual 
from suffering from post-traumatic stress 15 or 20 years later and 
you are not going to catch it at the front end. 

And so where we have very good as it — dealing with traumatic 
amputations, providing the necessary prosthesis, the counseling 
and everything that helps people get back on their feet after they 
have lost their legs. We can do that. And even traumatic brain in- 
jury is something that we know we can work with this to some de- 
gree of feeling like we are making progress. In the area of post- 
traumatic stress, I don’t know that anybody is going to come up 
there and say, they are pretty happy, I think we have finally got 
our arms around it. If they tell you that, you know, you ought to 
have them under oath. 

Mr. Hall. I appreciate your candor and honesty, sir. And it is 
nice to hear anybody from government or business or anywhere 
say, honestly, we don’t have our arms around it. This is something 
that we all are trying to improve as much as possible, but nobody 
at this point, I don’t think, expects that we will have a foolproof 
way of identifying those people in that kind of trouble. 



14 


But before you leave, I just wanted to ask if you have any sug- 
gestions or approaches that you are trying or that you suggest that 
we might, on the Congressional side, be able to do to help make 
that identification? 

Mr. Koch. Well, your funding is — at least we are happy with our 
fundings. That may be something, if you are people tell you, that 
we are satisfied with what we have, we are satisfied with your sup- 
port, we are grateful for your questions and for your — ^because it 
stimulates our thinking. 

There is one thing that, I guess, you and all of our colleagues 
could help us with and, you may notice when you hear Admiral 
Mullen or other senior military leadership talk about the problem 
that we just finished discussing, they don’t refer to disorder and I 
would like to see if we could, first, if we could get this out of the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders manual. 

When we talk about post-traumatic stress disorder, we are auto- 
matically creating a problem for that individual, because it is a 
term that connotes dysfunctionality, it connotes something that is 
weird, if you like, in that person, and that is a great disservice to 
the individual because when you begin with the notion that it is 
a disorder, which I think it should not be called that, then you get 
quickly to this issue of stigma, which is just a kinder word for prej- 
udice and it is a short jump from prejudice to discrimination in a 
job market and these people shouldn’t 

Mr. Hall. Thank you, sir. You are echoing the statement of a fa- 
ther of a young veteran who took his own life who testified before 
this Subcommittee and suggested that it be called post-traumatic 
stress injury or post-traumatic stress syndrome which it use to be. 
Anything but disorder because of the fact that it attaches a stigma 
to it. 

Mr. Koch. Thank you. 

Mr. Hall. To what is actually a human response to an inhuman 
experience or living through conditions and events that most 
human beings don’t have to deal with. 

So I appreciate your testimony and your suggestions and I hope 
you have a safe travel, sir. Thank you very much for your testi- 
mony. 

Mr. Koch. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 

Mr. Hall. Mr. Under Secretary, you are now excused. 

Mr. Koch. Thank you. Counsel. 

Mr. Hall. I will go back to our scheduled program and ask Panel 
2 to join us now, please, including Thomas Tarantino, Legislative 
Associate, Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America (JAVA); Ger- 
ald T. Manar, Deputy Director of the National Veterans Service, 
Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States (VFW); Raymond C. 
Kelley, the National Legislative Director of AMVETS; and Mr. 
John L. Wilson, Assistant National Legislative Director for Dis- 
abled American Veterans (DAV). 

Gentlemen, thank you for your patience. Your written statements 
are in the record, and Mr. Tarantino, you are now recognized for 
5 minutes. 
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STATEMENTS OF THOMAS TARANTINO, LEGISLATIVE ASSO- 
CIATE, IRAQ AND AFGHANISTAN VETERANS OF AMERICA; 
GERALD T. MANAR, DEPUTY DIRECTOR, NATIONAL VET- 
ERANS SERVICE, VETERANS OF FOREIGN WARS OF THE 
UNITED STATES; RAYMOND C. KELLEY, NATIONAL LEGISLA- 
TIVE DIRECTOR, AMERICAN VETERANS (AMVETS); AND 
JOHN L. WILSON, ASSISTANT NATIONAL LEGISLATIVE DI- 
RECTOR, DISABLED AMERICAN VETERANS 

STATEMENT OF THOMAS TARANTINO 

Mr. Tarantino. Mr. Chairman, thank you very much and on be- 
half of Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America’s 180,000 mem- 
bers and supporters, I would personally like to thank you for the 
opportunity to speak before you today and express our views of our 
membership on some very important issues. 

As an Operation Iraqi Freedom veteran with 10 years of service 
in the Army, I have seen firsthand the difficulties many face when 
transitioning from being a servicemember to a veteran. For the 
wounded warrior torn from service due to their extraordinary sac- 
rifice, or the young veteran who spent most of their formative years 
in uniform, the transition can be very difficult. And all too often, 
we leave behind the structured, accessible care and benefits of the 
military when seeking benefits to the Department of Veterans Af- 
fairs, where we are left largely on our own devices. 

In response to the need for a more seamless transition from serv- 
icemember to veteran, the VA and the Department of Defense have 
embarked on several initiatives that allow servicemembers to walk 
off post with their benefits in hand. However, the potential of these 
programs has yet to be fully realized. And their full impact will not 
be felt until the VA begins aggressive outreach to servicemembers 
and the DoD makes transition programs uniform and mandatory. 

When I left the Army in 2007, I had absolutely no idea of the 
scope and availability of the benefits that I was entitled to as a vet- 
eran. In fact, it never even occurred to me to seek benefits and 
health care from the Department of Veterans Affairs just for the 
general wear and tear of a decade of military service. If it weren’t 
for an old Sergeant Major that was attending the Army Civilian 
Alumni Program with me, I would have never even applied. 

And we cannot rely on word of mouth to spread this information. 
The DoD and the VA must integrate their outreach and ensure a 
smooth transition of services before a servicemember is ready to 
leave the uniform behind. Otherwise, more men and women are 
going to fall through the cracks. 

Now, as you mentioned, the Marine Corps mandates TAPS pro- 
grams, I believe, within 90 days of separation, and the Army con- 
ducts their Civilian Alumni Program within 30 days of separation. 
Both of these programs are useful for what they are, but they real- 
ly begin far too late to utilize the Benefits Delivery at Discharge 
Program. And neither program has comprehensive or mandatory 
briefings about the availability of VA services. 

The VA must begin to see itself as a military alumni program. 
Many of us remember that guy in the cheap suit from our college 
alumni society who greets us on freshman year and continues to 
pester us throughout college and for years afterward. It may have 
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been kind of annoying, but the message was communicated clearly 
and it was consistent. The VA needs to be communicating at least 
that effectively with our veterans. There should be absolutely no 
excuse for any veteran not knowing what services are available to 
them when they separate. And only when the VA integrates its 
outreach and education efforts with the DoD will benefits programs 
reach their full potential. 

Now, early outreach also requires VA boots on the ground. To ef- 
fectively utilize Quick Start services the VA must have a presence, 
physically, at all military installations in order to provide access 
and information to the benefits and services that servicemembers 
have earned. Additionally, the VA should offer training to AGR 
members of the National Guard and Reserve so that there can be 
benefits counselors and educate servicemembers who do not have 
the same interaction with the military services as do their active 
duty counterparts. 

Just as the VA must rethink the way it conducts outreach, the 
DoD must understand that it has an inherent responsibility to its 
servicemembers to set them up for success whether they retire 
from service or they choose to leave before retirement. The military 
is a lifestyle. It is not a job. And those who choose this life must 
be afforded every opportunity to excel both while in uniform and 
when they put the uniform away. The DoD must mandate com- 
prehensive and structured Transitional Assistance Programs that 
integrates the VA benefits and services. 

Now, in addition to integrating outreach and training, we also 
need to address the expedience and accuracy of the benefits proc- 
ess. The Benefits Delivery at Discharge Program generally provides 
more accurate and timely benefits to separating servicemembers 
than the standard benefits approval process. However, this is large- 
ly due to the co-location of the servicemember with their respective 
records and the DoD medical facility. 

Many of the processing issues that plague the standard system 
still do exist, but they are mitigated by the fact that the service- 
member is still in uniform, has full access to DoD care and services 
while waiting for their rating, thus reducing the time it takes to 
develop their claim during these programs. 

I think we all know that receiving a disability rating at the VA 
can be a long and confusing process for a veteran. And often, vet- 
erans must wait for a rating that does not accurately reflect what 
they are entitled to. The VA currently uses a disability evaluation 
process that was outdated long before many Iraq and Afghanistan 
veterans were even born. And this has lead to a situation where 
hundreds of thousands of veterans must navigate an antiquated 
system that focuses on quantity over quality of processed claims. 
And consequently, 17 percent of cases do not accurately com- 
pensate veterans for their earned benefits. And as we all know, 
this leads to months, if not years, of delayed payments. 

And JAVA applauds some of the innovative initiatives that the 
VA and the DoD have undertaken to solve this problem, such as 
the pilot that integrates the Virtual VA into the Benefits Delivery 
at Discharge process and the Six Sigma pilot at the Little Rock Re- 
gional Office for the traditional claims process. 
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But now it is time to take it to the next level. You know, the Vir- 
tual VA is a step in the right direction, but it has to integrate with 
the Veterans Health Administration as well as the Board of Ap- 
peals process if it is ever to be actually effective. And informational 
Web sites, VA.gov and within the DoD are great, but today’s vet- 
eran expects services through their Web sites in addition to infor- 
mation. 

Mr. Hall. Mr. Tarantino if you would summarize with these bul- 
let points and 

Mr. Tarantino. I mean basically 

Mr. Hall. I appreciate it. Thank you. 

Mr. Tarantino. Basically, JAVA, along with the other veterans 
organizations, are pushing to reform the disability process as a 
whole. We want to change the work culture at the VA to emphasize 
quality over quantity, we want a modern information technology 
(IT) system, and we want a more transparent application process 
where that emphasizes customer service and removes unnecessary 
steps. 

Thank you very much for the opportunity. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Tarantino appears on p. 38.] 

Mr. Hall. Thank you, Mr. Tarantino. I am sorry to interrupt 
you, but we have votes coming up and I am hoping to get all of 
our panelists’ testimony before that happens. 

Mr. Manar, you are now recognized. 

STATEMENT OF GERALD T. MANAR 

Mr. Manar. Mr. Chairman, thank you for this opportunity to 
speak before the Subcommittee. On behalf of the 2.1 million men 
and women of the Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States 
and our auxiliaries, we appreciate the opportunity to present our 
views and concerns regarding the VA Benefits Delivery at Dis- 
charge and Quick Start Programs. 

In the past 20 years, Dol) and VA have made significant strides 
to ensure that our newest veterans are better prepared for life after 
discharge than any generation of veterans that preceded them. Un- 
fortunately, we believe that VA fails to reach tens of thousands of 
those leaving active duty and most members of the Reserve and 
National Guard. Further, the quality of the ratings given those 
warriors is often poor. 

The VFW began placing National Service Officers on select mili- 
tary installations in 2001. Today, we have nine Pre-Discharge 
Claims Representatives serving servicemembers at 16 military in- 
stallations. We also have National Service Officers in San Juan and 
Las Vegas who work at nearby military bases and help 
servicemembers who qualify for the BDD and Quick Start Pro- 
grams. Last year our service officers briefed over 14,400 
servicemembers and helped over 8,400 file disability claims. They 
received over $9 million in benefits shortly after discharge. 

VA reports that it received 51,000 claims from the BDD and 
Quick Start programs in 2008, up from 47,000 the year before. Fur- 
ther, it reports that nearly 60 percent of those it briefed filed 
claims. 

If 51,000 claimants represent 60 percent of those briefed, then 
VA is briefing only about 85,000 servicemembers. However, with 
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over a hundred thousand personnel leaving active duty and an- 
other hundred thousand released from the Reserves and National 
Guard each year, it is clear that a large number of those who serve 
our Nation are not receiving critical information through VA’s out- 
reach effort. 

The most interesting observation to be made from this data is 
that it appears VA is a victim of its own success. While 51,000 
claims submitted under the BDD and Quick Start program may 
constitute only a small part of VA’s annual claims receipt, VA de- 
votes a significant portion of its workforce to educating 
servicemembers, as well as developing and rating those claims, 
thereby reducing its ability to deal with the rest of the workload. 

We do not suggest that VA or DoD lessen their efforts in helping 
servicemembers prepare for life after the military. It is absolutely 
the right thing to do. However, it is important to recognize that 
doing so comes at a cost. We applaud Congress for encouraging 
these programs, and we support VA and DoD in their efforts to en- 
sure that every servicemember has an opportunity to adequately 
prepare for their lives after discharge. 

As we see it, VA has several challenges to resolve if it hopes to 
increase the number of servicemembers it reaches and the quality 
of the service it provides them. 

There are too many servicemembers who are not adequately 
briefed about their benefits prior to discharge. Further, VA has 
been slow to expand the BDD program to additional installations. 
Since 2004, VA has expanded its presence at military bases from 
139 to only 153 bases. VA must move more quickly to expand to 
other military installations. 

Veteran service organizations are critical partners in the BDD 
program. VA personnel often do little more than help 
servicemembers fill out a claim form. VFW service officers usually 
spend an hour with each servicemember, they go through the serv- 
ice treatment records page by page, identifying chronic problems 
which may be granted service connection and ensure that those 
conditions are documented on the application. Finally, they provide 
answers about what to expect in dealing with VA. 

As helpful as veteran service officers are, you would think that 
DoD would welcome us with open arms. Gaining the permission of 
DoD to work on base requires careful and extended negotiations 
with both base commanders and the VA. That’s because VA does 
not anticipate that service organizations may be able to provide 
service officers to help. As a consequence, space, always at a pre- 
mium, is often difficult to find. 

As VA and DoD expand the BDD program to other installations, 
we urge them to reach out to veteran service organizations to de- 
termine whether we’re able to provide service officers to help them 
help servicemembers. 

Finally, in our experience, quality of disability ratings is no bet- 
ter in BDD and Quick Start cases than it is for other veterans. In 
November 2009, Winston-Salem, San Diego, and Salt Lake City, 
the offices where these claims are processed, had substantive error 
rates ranging from 17 to 22 percent. By VA’s own admission, and 
we view these numbers with a great deal of suspicion based on our 
own experience, one out of every five decisions it makes are wrong. 
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There are 29 Members in the House Veterans’ Affairs Com- 
mittee. If you all submitted claims for benefits from the VA, nearly 
six of you would have ratings which were in error. 

We encourage Secretary Shinseki and his management team to 
focus this year on changing the culture in the Veterans Benefits 
Administration (VBA) so that quality is the rule not the exception. 

I thank you for this opportunity to testify on these important 
programs, and I look forward to answering any questions you may 
have. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Manar appears on p. 40.] 

Mr. Hall. Thank you, Mr. Manar. 

Mr. Kelley, you are now recognized. 

STATEMENT OF RAYMOND C. KELLEY 

Mr. Kelley. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Due to time constraints. 
I’m going to limit my discussion to the BDD program only. 

Despite the fact that tens of thousands of servicemembers have 
used the BDD program at more than 150 locations, there are issues 
that must be addressed to improve the program, not only for the 
veterans who utilize it, but also for DoD and VA. If there continues 
to be impediments and inconsistencies in the departments that fa- 
cilitate the program, it’s value will be lost. 

The concept of a single separation physical seems simple enough; 
however, physicals can be facilitated by either DoD, VA, a con- 
tractor, or a combination of the three. The national agreement be- 
tween VA and DoD sets guidelines for local MOUs that will deter- 
mine who will be responsible for the physical. However, there have 
been some challenges at the local level in communicating and fol- 
lowing the content of the local MOU. 

A 2008 GAO report found that more than half of all BDD intake 
sites visited had challenges in administering a single comprehen- 
sive exam. Often it was the lack of communication that failed to 
reach DoD personnel at the lowest level, therefore, duplicate exams 
continued to take place. Often local leadership and commands did 
not understand the program, and, therefore, ignored the MOU and 
continued to administer two exams. 

Resources were also identified as a challenge for local BDD facili- 
ties. In some locations, DoD physicians were not qualified to con- 
duct exams that would meet both DoD and VA requirements. In 
other locations when DoD is required by the local MOU to conduct 
the exam, no provisions were put in place to accommodate the in- 
crease in time and resources it would take to conduct the exam. 

These and other issues make it difficult for bases offering BDD 
to meet time frames set by the program. These MOUs must be dis- 
seminated and understood by all personnel who are effected by the 
MOU to insure proper implementation. Also, if there are implemen- 
tation issues, the MOU must be revised to better meet the needs 
of the BDD sites. 

Because VA does not control or enforce the local BDD sites, 
AMVETS believes VA cannot expect — cannot be expected to ac- 
count BDD development time in their timeliness of claims process. 
However, AMVETS believes it is important to track the BDD proc- 
ess from intake so efficiencies can be identified and best practices 
can be developed. A plan should be put in place that will allow VA 
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to track the development process of BDD claims and conduct peri- 
odic reviews so efficiencies can be determined. 

Enforcing — informing servicemembers of this program continues 
to be difficult. Again, local commands’ understanding and support 
for the program greatly affect participation. If the military com- 
mand does not see the value in the program, they will not be as 
likely to disseminate the information to the troops. VA and DoD 
must make a concerted effort to educate base command structures 
so there will be a buy-in to the program. 

The Transition Assistance Program should be an excellent way 
to communicate the BDD program to transitioning servicemembers, 
as well. However, only the Marine Corps mandates that TAP par- 
ticipates — participants attend the VA presentation. Since this por- 
tion isn’t mandatory, servicemembers have the perception it isn’t 
important, leading to low participation. The VA benefits portion of 
TAP should be mandatory. 

AMVETS also believes each regional office should have the au- 
thority to rate BDD claims. We understand that as a pilot program, 
it was practical to have only two offices rate these claims. But now 
with more than 150 intake locations, allowing ROs to rate claims 
should increase the timeliness of adjudication. 

AMVETS is also concerned that BDD enrollees must fill out dif- 
ferent forms — BDD enrollees must fill out a different form than 
veterans who file a traditional claim. These are stark differences 
in the two forms — there are stark differences in the two forms, 
most notably the length of the form and the depth of the questions 
asked. The BDD form is shorter and lacks instructions. Also the re- 
spondent’s burden of time for filling out the BDD form is half of 
that of the traditional form. This is due, in part, to the degree of 
explanation that is required. Eor example, each form asks the vet- 
eran to state what disabilities they are claiming. The BDD form 
provides a small block with only four notebook-style lines for the 
veteran to state their claim. But in the traditional form, the vet- 
eran is provided with an entire page asking for specific details. A 
study must be conducted to determine if providing servicemembers 
with a reduced form has any adverse effects on the development 
and the final rating of these claims. 

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my testimony. And I will be happy 
to answer any questions that you have. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Kelley appears on p. 42.] 

Mr. Hall. Thank you, Mr. Kelley. 

Mr. Wilson, you are recognized for 5 minutes. 

STATEMENT OF JOHN L. WILSON 

Mr. Wilson. Thank you, sir. Mr. Chairman and Members of the 
Committee, I am glad to be here today on behalf of the Disabled 
American Veterans to address the Department of Veterans Affairs 
Benefits Delivery Discharge and Quick Start programs. 

VA and DoD collaboration to establish single separation exam 
programs has generally been successful. According to a GAO report 
entitled, “Better Accountability and Access Would Improve the 
Benefits Delivery at Discharge Program,” of September 2008, and 
the Eebruary 2010 GAO report on the same subject, veterans may 
begin receiving benefits within 2 to 3 months instead of the typical 
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6 or 7 months if they had applied after discharge under the tradi- 
tional disability claims process. 

While the programs can generally be viewed as successful, there 
are concerns with performance measures and program manage- 
ment. For example, VA’s FY 2009 Performance and Accountability 
Report, or PAR, has only one supporting measure for BDD and 
Quick Start. It does not separate BDD and Quick Start data de- 
spite their specific eligibility differences and population focus. VA 
also does not include BDD claim development time, as a rule, as 
was discussed earlier. 

While the timeliness of receipt of benefits after discharge is use- 
ful, excluding the time spent on development of claims makes it 
difficult to correct negative trends and adopt positive ones. This 
most recent GAO report draws the same conclusion as Disabled 
American Veterans. 

An important next step for a seamless transition of all military 
personnel would be implementation of a mandatory single com- 
prehensive medical examination in order to complete military sepa- 
ration. It seems logical. 

The DoD and VA have made positive strides in transitioning our 
Nation’s military to civilian lives and jobs at their work with the 
Department of Labor’s Transition Assistance Program and Disabled 
Transition Assistance Program. These TAP and DTAP programs 
have improved but challenges remain. The prospect of a service- 
member after multiple deployments returning stateside to be 
placed on medical or administrative hold has dissuaded some from 
going to these briefings and from filing disability claims. Also, 
while receiving information has improved, quick processing time 
may allow some individuals to fall through the cracks. This is of 
particular concern for DTAP participants where those with severe 
disabilities may already be getting health care from a VA spinal 
cord injury center despite still being on active duty. Since they are 
no longer located near a military installation, they are often forgot- 
ten in the transition systems process. DTAP has not had the same 
level of success as TAP, and closer coordination from the DoD, VA, 
and VETS is critical to improving this disparity. 

In conclusion, the BDD and Quick Start programs are a gen- 
erally effective tool. Their effectiveness could be even greater 
should the DoD and VA incorporate our suggestions. 

It has been a pleasure to appear before you this afternoon. I will 
be happy to answer any questions you may have. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Wilson appears on p. 43.] 

Mr. Hall. Thank you very much, Mr. Wilson. And I will ask 
each of you to answer this, if you would. Both BDD and Quick 
Start are generally considered to be successful programs and good 
ideas. That being said, if there was one thing you would change in 
these programs, what would it be? Mr. Tarantino. 

Mr. Tarantino. Mr. Chairman, I think you are correct. They are 
excellent programs, and they are great ideas. The fact that it took 
12 years just to get to the not-quite full implementation is a little 
bit insane. 

I think if I would change that, I would roll it out completely, and 
I would make sure that every single servicemember knows that 
these programs exist and are able to easily apply for them, that it 
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is command supported, and it’s part of transition assistance, not 
just 60 or 90 days out, but 6 months to a year out when they are 
actually looking at that decision, thinking about their retention op- 
tions. 

Mr. Hall. Thank you. Mr. Manar. 

Mr. Manar. Well, I could say, “Ditto,” but let me expand on a 
couple of other things, and that is quality. As I spoke earlier, qual- 
ity is really poor in the VA rating program. And I think if we could 
change one thing, it would be that the quality of rating decisions 
be improved substantially. 

No one in this room would even think about buying a car, for in- 
stance, where 20 percent of its parts were defective or where you 
had a chance that one out of every five cars would stop working 
as soon as you left the dealership. 

So I think the VA — the one thing we need here is vastly im- 
proved quality of rating decisions. 

Mr. Hall. Mr. Kelley. 

Mr. Kelley. I think that, to continue to add, having MOUs at 
the local level that work and insuring that those MOUs work. So 
if the DoD is tasked with providing these physicals, that, okay, 
that’s what the MOU says, but do they have all the resources that 
they need on that base to facilitate that in a timely manner and 
with the resources that they need? And I think that’s the biggest 
thing, and perhaps educating DoD leadership on the importance of 
this BDD program. 

Mr. Hall. Mr. Wilson. 

Mr. Wilson. Building on that, I would say mandatory physical 
exams. For active duty personnel, it’s not a problem. For the Guard 
and Reserve, demobilization makes this difficult. But nonetheless, 
the resources should be made available to keep every Guardsman 
or Reservist on active duty — on active duty orders until they are 
able to get their separation physicals. At that time, and only then, 
should their paperwork be certified and they are eligible to then 
separate from the service. 

Mr. Hall. Okay. Thank you so much for your testimony. You 
have been most helpful. We will submit more questions to you in 
writing, if you don’t mind. And I think we can move on with the 
information you have given us, and go to our final witness before 
these votes are called. 

So Mr. Tarantino, Mr. Manar, Mr. Kelley, and Mr. Wilson, you 
are all excused. Thank you, again, very much, for your service to 
our veterans. 

Our third panel now consists of Diana Rubens, Associate Deputy 
Under Secretary for Field Operations, Veterans Benefits Adminis- 
tration, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, accompanied by Mr. 
Bradley Mayes, Director of Compensation and Pension Service at 
the VBA, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. Thank you both for 
your patience and thank you to all of our previous witnesses for 
their concise testimony. 

Ms. Rubens, welcome and you are now recognized. 
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STATEMENT OF DIANA RUBENS, ASSOCIATE DEPUTY UNDER 
SECRETARY FOR FIELD OPERATIONS, VETERANS BENEFITS 
ADMINISTRATION, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AF- 
FAIRS; ACCOMPANIED BY BRADLEY G. MAYES, DIRECTOR, 
COMPENSATION AND PENSION SERVICE, VETERANS BENE- 
FITS ADMINISTRATION, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AF- 
FAIRS 

Mr. Rubens. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you for your sup- 
port on the issues for veterans benefits. 

It is my pleasure today to discuss our ongoing nationwide Bene- 
fits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start pre-discharge programs. 
As you mentioned, Mr. Mayes has joined me here today. 

These two programs are really just elements of our strategy to 
provide that transition assistance to separating or retiring 
servicemembers and to engage those servicemembers in the claims 
process prior to discharge. A pre-discharge claim is any claim re- 
ceived from a servicemember prior to release from active duty. 

VBA’s goal is to ensure that each and every servicemember sepa- 
rating or retiring from active duty who wishes to file a claim with 
VA for a service-connected disability benefit will receive assistance 
in doing just that. 

We have talked a lot about the fact that the BDD program is 
open to servicemembers who are within 60 to 180 days of being re- 
leased, as well as the Quick Start being available to those 
servicemembers with 59 days or less prior to separation. 

One of the things that I think is interesting is that during the 
fiscal year 2009, our BDD and Quick Start claims may have rep- 
resented just 20 percent of all our original compensation claims re- 
ceived nationwide. But during the same period, approximately 65 
percent of separating servicemembers who filed their claims within 
1 year of separation came through the BDD and Quick Start pro- 
grams. So we think that our profile using these programs has been 
high. We know that we’d like to improve it, but we think we’re 
doing pretty well at this point. 

The timeliness for our processing for both BDD and Quick Start 
claims is much better than our general workload, and we believe 
that that is because we are getting that head start on the claim 
before that servicemember gets out of the Service. 

As mentioned previously, one of the things that we have worked 
to do is streamline the process by incorporating an imaging tech- 
nology for the paperless processing of the BDD claims. Our BDD 
paperless processing began initially as a pilot in the Winston- 
Salem Rating Activity Site in March of 2006, and was expanded to 
the Salt Lake Rating Activity Site in March of 2007. The goal was 
to paperlessly process our BDD claims through the entire life cycle 
from initial submission through adjudication and, if applicable, 
through the appeals resolution. The advantage to processing BDD 
claims in a paperless environment included reduction of time and 
cost associated with shipment of folders. In August of 2008, we 
began ensuring that all BDD claims were being sent to our scan- 
ning vendor so that they could be incorporated into the paperless 
environment. 

Talking about the environment that we are using today, what we 
recognize is that our existing Virtual VA architecture and configu- 
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ration are not scalable for all C&P processing. Currently we are de- 
veloping the Veterans Benefits Management System as an initia- 
tive to establish our large-scale effort so that we have an IT solu- 
tion that will allow us to do all processing within that paperless 
environment. 

We have talked quite a bit about the outreach efforts and the 
things that we are doing jointly with DoD to ensure that 
servicemembers prior to release are getting information. In addi- 
tion to having those brochures, the Web sites, and the folks out at 
the TAP and the DTAP sessions, I want to touch on the fact that 
we are continuing to expand the number of servicemembers we are 
reaching. In fiscal year 2008, there were roughly 300,000 
servicemembers that, through the myriad or programs we have, re- 
ceived information on benefits prior to discharge. In fiscal year 
2009, that number exceeded 360,000. So we are looking to continue 
to increase that exposure to ensure all servicemembers released 
from active duty are aware of the benefits that they have so richly 
earned. 

I am going to conclude with renewing our commitment to pro- 
viding efficient and timely service to our Nation’s veterans. We con- 
tinue to evaluate the BDD and Quick Start programs to look for 
those improvements that we can accomplish with current tech- 
nology, as well as new technology to further enhance benefits deliv- 
ery under these important programs and to improve the veteran’s 
experience. 

This concludes my testimony. I would be pleased to answer any 
questions you might have. 

[The prepared statement of Ms. Rubens appears on p. 47.] 

Mr. Hall. Thank you, Ms. Rubens. You are onto something, you 
and Mr. Mayes. And I think we are all impressed with the poten- 
tial and also with what has been realized already with these pro- 
grams. 

Your testimony points out that 65 percent of separating 
servicemembers who filed their claims within 1 year did so through 
BDD and Quick Start. My first question is would there be a benefit 
to keeping statistics of BDD and Quick Start utilization separately? 

Mr. Mayes.. Mr. Chairman, we are tracking the utilization, in 
other words, service personnel that are separating and filing their 
claims through the BDD program or the Quick Start program as 
a ratio of all of those servicemembers that are filing claims within 
a year. That is one of the things that we have worked with the De- 
partment of Defense to come up with a utilization rate measure. So 
we are doing that. 

And we have seen it increase through the years, as Ms. Ruben 
pointed out in her testimony, which we believe is a measure of the 
success. To me that says that we are getting the word out. The 
commands are making the servicemembers available. As you men- 
tioned, and I think Under Secretary Koch mentioned, for the Ma- 
rine Corps it is mandatory. We are continuing to push that through 
our collaboration with DoD through the Benefits Executive Council 
and the Joint Executive Council. 

So those are the kinds of things that we are doing, as you men- 
tioned, in improving utilization. 
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Mr. Hall. Right. Excuse me. There’s 12 minutes left on the vote, 
and I just want to ask you a couple more questions, and then we 
will submit further questions in writing. But what do you think ac- 
counts for the other 35 percent who do not participate in the pro- 
gram? 

Mr. Rubens. I would tell you that I think that there are some 
servicemembers who, as they get out, feel as though they are 
healthy, that their period of service hasn’t brought them to the 
point where they need to submit a claim. 

Mr. Hall. Okay. And thank you. Sounds like a reasonable as- 
sumption for many of them. We understand that there are 142 
BDD sites. Are there qualified physicians available to do BDD 
exams at all those sites? 

Mr. Mayes. There are actually 131 sites that are covered by a 
formal Memorandum of Understanding, 95 total MOA. We are 
doing the single separation exam at 153 sites. So there is capacity 
to do those single separation exams at all of those sites. As we 
mentioned, and I think you mentioned in your opening statement, 
servicemembers can still file claims through the Quick Start pro- 
gram even if they can’t get the single separation exam at that site. 

Mr. Hall. What help can we in Congress give you to expand 
BDD and Quick Start? 

Mr. Mayes. Mr. Chairman, I think that Congress help us get the 
word out. We delivered pamphlets. You clearly have a good grasp 
of the program. I think that is helpful. When your staff and your 
local offices understand this program, they have an opportunity to 
interact with veterans. Guard, and Reserve units, helping us to 
continue to do that. 

And as Under Secretary Koch said, us presenting here before you 
and answering these questions forces us to take a look at what we 
are doing. We are going to continue to collaborate with the Depart- 
ment of Defense to push so that we have access to active duty and 
Guard and Reserve members service personnel before they get out. 
We would love to see mandatory TAP so that we have that oppor- 
tunity to educate people that are leaving the service. 

Mr. Hall. Thank you, Mr. Mayes. And I have one last question 
is regarding the GAO report, which noted a failure to effectively 
track the accuracy of claims that are processed through these spe- 
cific programs. Does the VA view this as a significant concern and 
are there any potential complications involved in tracking these 
programs separately? 

Mr. Mayes. We do look at a valid sample of decisions requiring 
a rating determination for each regional office around the country. 
It is a valid sample, 256 cases per regional office per year. That 
would include the Rating Activity Sites at Winston-Salem, Salt 
Lake, and the site in San Diego. 

So within that sampling are cases that are worked through the 
BDD program. All of the sites where there is consolidated proc- 
essing actually had higher quality on average than the nationwide 
average. So we felt that through that National Quality Assurance 
Program that we were capturing how well they make an entitle- 
ment determination. In the end, the entitlement determination for 
a BDD or a Quick Start claim is grounded in the same require- 
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ments, the same regulations, the same rules as any other claim. So 
we felt we were properly evaluating the quality for those sites. 

Mr. Hall. Well, thank you, Ms. Rubens and Mr. Mayes, for your 
work for our veterans and servicemembers and for your testimony 
today. The Subcommittee may have further questions that we will 
submit in writing to you. Those Members who were unable to be 
here today may have questions, but I want to note that there are 
5 legislative days for other Members to make remarks or submit 
questions for the record. And thank you to all of our witnesses 
today. 

This hearing is now adjourned. 

[Whereupon, at 3:27 p.m., the Subcommittee was adjourned.] 
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Prepared Statement of Hon. John J. Hall, Chairman, 
Suhcommittee on Disahility Assistanee and Memorial Affairs 

Good afternoon. 

Would everyone please rise for the Pledge of Allegiance? Flags are located at the 
front and hack of the room. 

Ladies and gentlemen, we are here today to examine the Benefits Delivery at Dis- 
charge (BDD) and Quick Start programs, two components of the pre-discharge pro- 
gram established hy the Departments of Defense (DoD) and Veterans Affairs (VA) 
to streamline servicememhers’ transition from active duty to veterans’ status. 

By way of background, any member of the Armed Forces who has seen active 
duty — including those in the National Guard or Reserves — is eligible to apply for VA 
disability benefits prior to leaving military service through the BDD program or 
Quick Start pre-discharge program. During the application process, servicememhers 
can get help in completing forms and preparing other required documentation from 
VA personnel located at their bases. Additionally, this pre-discharge program com- 
bines the health exam required by the DoD upon exiting the military and the VA 
disabilities assessment exam into a single exam. 

Once a BDD or Quick Start claim is approved, veterans may begin receiving bene- 
fits within 2 to 3 months, instead of the 6 to 7 months it would typically take if 
they had applied after discharge under the traditional disability claims process. 

Participation in the BDD program is open to servicememhers who are within 60 
to 180 days of being released from active duty and who are able to complete their 
scheduled VA medical examinations prior to leaving their points of separation. The 
Quick Start program is available to servicememhers within 1 to 59 days of separa- 
tion from service or servicememhers who do not meet the BDD criteria requiring 
availability for all examinations prior to discharge. 

The BDD program started as a pilot program in 1995 at three Army bases and 
three VA regional offices. In 1998, VA and DoD fully rolled out the BDD program. 

Last Congress, my friend Rep. Peter Welch (D-VT) introduced H.R. 2259, legisla- 
tion to expand the BDD program to members of the National Guard and Reserves 
which was incorporated in the National Defense Authorization Act for 2008 (P.L. 
110-181). This statute ensures that Guardsmen as well as Reservists can partici- 
pate in the VA/DoD pre-discharge program. 

In the past 15 years, over 170,000 servicememhers have availed themselves to 
BDD and QuickStart processing. The programs have expanded from 3 military bases 
to more than 153 locations in the United States, Germany, and South Korea. 

According to VA, the majority of pre-discharge claims, 46,856 processed in 2009, 
were processed in a paperless environment, with an average processing time of 95.5 
days. It is VA’s stated goal to be processing all compensation and pension claims 
in a “paperless” environment. The Subcommittee is committed to helping VA 
achieve this goal. 

I, along with Congressman Rodriquez, and other Members of this Committee and 
Congress, requested that GAO prepare a report to assess the effectiveness of the 
BDD and Quick Start initiatives. I look forward to hearing from the GAO about its 
report, how its recommendations have been implemented, and what, if any impact 
they have had on the pre-discharge program. 

We also look forward to feedback from veteran service organizations as well as 
from VA and DoD on what if any resources are needed to fully realize the potential 
of these two tools. 

The examination of VA and DoD’s pre-discharge program follows up our last hear- 
ing concerning the implementation of the Veterans’ Benefits Improvement Act of 
2008, which was codified in P.L. 110-389. P.L. 110-389 paved the way for a number 
of initiatives also targeting the VA claims backlog issue. It is my hope that the BDD 
and Quick Start programs we examine today, coupled with the electronic claims sys- 
tem and other business reformation efforts in P.L. 110-389 currently underway at 

( 27 ) 
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VA will together help significantly transform today’s VA claims processing system 
so that we may soon play “Taps” for the VA comp & pen backlog. 

I now recognize Ranking Member Lamborn for his opening statement. 


Prepared Statement of Hon. Doug Lamborn, Ranking Republiean 
Member, Subeommittee on Disability Assistanee 

Thank you Mr. Chairman, 

And welcome everyone, to this hearing on the Benefits Delivery at Discharge and 
Quick Start programs. 

These programs are modeled on the concept of providing a seamless transition 
from military service to civilian life. 

I, along with Chairman Hall, my fellow Subcommittee Members, and many of you 
here, are long-time advocates for creating a seamless transition. 

Therefore I’m sure we can all recognize the inherent value of beginning the VA 
claims process while service medical records are readily available and proof of serv- 
ice connection is easily established. 

Allowing veterans to file VA compensation claims prior to separation from active 
duty, is simply a logical approach. 

BDD is more efficient than the traditional VA claims process and it eliminates 
many problems that are created by the time gap that often exists between discharge 
and application for benefits. 

Among the requirements to establish eligibility for VA compensation, veterans 
must be able to show that a condition was incurred during service, and that there 
is continuity of treatment between that incurrence and the current condition for 
which they are filing. 

Obviously, with BDD there is no time gap, so it alleviates the need to show con- 
tinuity of treatment. 

This saves both the veteran and VA a lot of time and effort obtaining private 
treatment records. 

One can imagine that such efforts can become quite extensive for claims filed sev- 
eral years subsequent to service. 

In 2008, full Committee Ranking Member Steve Buyer requested a U.S. Govern- 
ment Accountability Office assessment of the BDD program. 

GAO’s findings confirmed that allowing claims to befiled prior to discharge is 
more efficient than the traditional VA claims process. 

While I am optimistic about the overall assessment of the program, I encourage 
VA to make every effort to improve the program and increase access to BDD sites. 

I believe that processing as many claims as possible in this manner will have a 
positive impact throughout the entire system — Thank you, I yield back. 


Prepared Statement of Daniel Bertoni, Director, Education, Workforce, and 
Income Security Issues, U.S. Government Accountability Office 

VETERANS’ DISABILITY BENEFITS 

Opportunities Remain for Improving Accountability for and Access to 
Benefits Delivery at Discharge Program 

GAO Highlights 

Why GAO Did This Study 

Through the Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) program, the Department of 
Veterans Affairs (VA) collaborates with the Department of Defense (DoD) to stream- 
line access to veterans’ disability benefits by allowing some servicemembers to file 
a claim and undergo a single collaborative exam process prior to discharge. BDD 
is designed for servicemembers with conditions that, while disabling, do not gen- 
erally prevent them from performing their military duties. This program can short- 
en the time it takes for veterans to receive benefits by several months. 

GAO was asked to discuss issues surrounding VA’s and DoD’s BDD program and 
related Quick Start program, and identify ways VA and DoD could improve these 
programs for transitioning servicemembers. This statement is based on GAO’s Sep- 
tember 2008 report (GAO-08-901) that examined (1) VA efforts to manage the BDD 
program and (2) how VA and DoD are addressing challenges servicemembers face 
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in accessing the BDD program. GAO updated some information to reflect the cur- 
rent status of claims processing and improvement initiatives in the BDD program. 

What GAO Found 

Although VA awards disability benefits more quickly under BDD than through its 
traditional disability claims process, gaps in program management and account- 
ability remain. For example, VA does not separately measure the total time its per- 
sonnel spend developing BDD claims. As a result, VA has limited information on 
potential problems and improvement opportunities regarding BDD claims. GAO con- 
tinues to believe that VA should measure BDD development time; however, VA told 
GAO it has no plans to capture this information. GAO also found that VA imple- 
mented two initiatives to improve the BDD program — i.e., consolidating BDD proc- 
essing in two offices and instituting paperless processing of BDD claims to increase 
efficiencies and improve security of information — but did not evaluate whether or 
the extent to which desired improvements resulted. Finally, GAO found that VA 
was not completely or consistently monitoring BDD operations at all locations. VA 
has since taken steps to review BDD operations at more sites and has revised its 
protocols to ensure more consistent reviews of BDD operations. 

VA and DoD have taken steps to improve servicemembers’ access to the BDD pro- 
gram; however, opportunities remain for further improvement. For servicemembers 
such as National Guard and Reservists who are generally unable to complete the 
BDD claims process within the required time frame, VA established an alternative 
predischarge program called Quick Start. Under this program, servicemembers may 
still initiate a disability application prior to discharge, but can complete the claims 
process, including medical exams, at another location after discharge. In response 
to GAO’s recommendation, VA has taken steps to collect additional data to deter- 
mine the extent to which the Quick Start program is helping those with limited or 
no access to the BDD program. However, as with BDD claims, VA told GAO it has 
no plans to measure time spent developing these particular claims, and GAO con- 
tinues to believe it should. VA and DoD have coordinated to increase BDD program 
awareness through VA benefits briefings for servicemembers, and DoD established 
a goal that 85 percent of servicemembers attend these non-mandatory briefings. 
GAO continues to believe that DoD should establish a plan with a specific time 
frame for meeting this goal, but DoD has not developed such a plan. Finally, GAO 
found that some bases faced difficulties maintaining local agreements intended to 
prevent redundancy and inconvenience for servicemembers in obtaining required 
medical exams. In response to GAO’s recommendation, DoD reported that it is work- 
ing with VA to identify best practices to address local challenges to implementing 
their cooperative exam process. 


Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee: 

I am pleased to have the opportunity to comment on the Benefits Delivery at Dis- 
charge (BDD) program and related Quick Start program, which are administered by 
the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) in collaboration with the Department of 
Defense (DoD). Both programs are intended to help servicemembers transition from 
military service to life as civilians and veterans by allowing them to initiate their 
VA disability benefits applications while they are still in the military. The BDD pro- 
gram further allows servicemembers to go through one collaborative examination 
process that satisfies DoD’s requirement to determine their general health and VA’s 
requirement to assess any claimed disabilities, instead of separate exam processes 
for both DoD and VA. Under BDD and Quick Start, veterans should begin receiving 
benefits sooner than the 6 to 7 months it would typically take if they had applied 
after discharge under the traditional disability claims process. Both programs are 
designed for servicemembers with conditions that, while disabling, do not generally 
prevent them from performing their military duties. ^ 

You asked us to discuss issues surrounding VA’s and DoD’s BDD program and 
related Quick Start program, and identify ways VA and DoD could improve these 
programs for transitioning servicemembers. My statement draws on our prior work, 
which examined (1) VA efforts to manage the BDD program and (2) how VA and 
DoD are addressing challenges that servicemembers face accessing the BDD pro- 


^The military has a separate disability evaluation process for servicemembers who are being 
discharged because they can no longer perform their duties because of a disabling condition. 
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gram, 2 and was conducted in accordance with generally accepted government audit- 
ing standards. We have updated some information to reflect the current status of 
VA claims processing and improvement initiatives in the BDD program. 

In summary, we found that although VA awards compensation more quickly 
under BDD than through its traditional disability claims process, there are gaps in 
program management, accountability, and access. For example, VA does not track 
time spent developing a BDD claim prior to the servicemember’s discharge and 
therefore lacks information on how efficiently its personnel are developing BDD 
claims. In addition, although VA and DoD have made efforts to improve all 
servicemembers’ access to the BDD program, we identified additional opportunities 
to help improve access. For example, VA established the Quick Start program 
whereby servicemembers unable to complete exams within BDD’s required time 
frames — such as National Guard and Reserves — may at least initiate a disability ap- 
plication prior to discharge.® However, VA lacked sufficient data to determine 
whether the Quick Start program was helping those with no or limited access to 
the BDD program. In response to our recommendation, VA has updated its data sys- 
tem to track participation by National Guard/Reserves. We also found that efforts 
to raise awareness about the BDD program may not reach all those who are eligible. 
DoD has set a goal that 85 percent of servicemembers attend Transition Assistance 
Program (TAP) sessions, buf it has not implemented our recommendation to estab- 
lish a plan with a specific time frame to meet this goal, and we continue to believe 
that it should. 

Background 

Through its disability compensation program, VA pays monthly benefits to vet- 
erans with service-connected disabilities.^ Under VA’s BDD program, any member 
of the armed forces who has seen active duty — including those in the National 
Guard or Reserves — may apply for VA disability benefits prior to discharge. The 
program allows veterans to file for and potentially receive benefits earlier and faster 
than under the traditional claim process because medical records are more readily 
accessible and key forms needed to process the claim can be signed immediately. 
Establishing that the claim is related to the member’s military service may also be 
easier under tbe BDD program because tbe member is still on active duty status. 
In 2008, VA and DoD offered tbe program at 142 bases,® providing access to over 
70 percent of servicemembers wbo were discharged in fiscal year 2007.® In July 
2008, VA issued policy guidance allowing servicemembers being discharged from 
any military base to initiate BDD claims at other locations where VA personnel 
were located, such as at all of its 57 regional offices. VA also established an alter- 
native predischarge program, now called Quick Start, to provide members who can- 
not participate in the BDD program an opportunity to initiate claims before dis- 
charge. Last year, over 51,000 claims were filed through the BDD and Quick Start 
programs. 

To participate in the BDD program, servicemembers generally must meet six re- 
quirements: (1) be in the process of being honorably discharged from military serv- 
ice, (2) initiate their application for VA disability benefits between 60 and 180 days 
prior to their discharge date, (3) sign a Veterans Claims Assistance Act (VCAA) 
form,'^ (4) obtain and provide copies of their service medical records to local VA per- 
sonnel, (5) complete a VA medical exam, and (6) remain near the base until the 
exam process is done. The 60- to 180-day time frame is intended to provide suffi- 
cient time prior to discharge for local VA personnel at BDD intake sites to assist 
members with their disability applications, including scheduling exams. 

While VA has examination requirements for those applying for disability com- 
pensation, DoD also has examination requirements for those leaving military serv- 


2 GAO, Veterans’ Disability Benefits: Better Accountability and Access Would Improve the 
Benefits Delivery at Discharge Program, GAO-08-901. (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 9, 2008). 

®At the time of our review, VA referred to this program as its new, alternative predischarge 
program. Today, this program is referred to as the Quick Start program. 

^The amount of disability compensation depends largely on the severity of the disability, 
which VA measures in 10 percent increments on a scale of 0 percent to 100 percent. In 2010, 
basic monthly payments for veterans with no dependents have ranged from $123 for 10 percent 
disability to $2,673 for 100 percent disability. 

®BDD is also present at an additional 11 Coast Guard bases, which are administered by the 
Department of Homeland Security. 

® This percentage does not include members of the National Guard or Reserve forces. 

■'The Veterans Claims Assistance Act of 2000 (VCAA) (Pub. L. No. 106-475) assigns VA the 
duty to assist veterans in obtaining any records relevant to their claims, provided the veterans 
adequately identify such records so that VA is able to request them. 
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ice. For all servicemembers leaving the military, the military services generally re- 
quire health assessments that consist of a questionnaire about the member’s general 
health and medical history, among other topics. In some cases, members who are 
separating from the military may receive a physical exam to obtain evidence for a 
particular medical problem or problems that might exist. The purpose of the exam 
is to obtain information on the individual’s medical history, and includes diagnostic 
and clinical tests, depending on the types of disabilities being claimed. VA’s exam 
for disability compensation is more comprehensive and detailed than the military 
services’ separation exams, which are intended to document continued fitness for 
duty, whereas the purpose of the VA exam is to document disability or loss of func- 
tion.® 

Under the BDD program, DoD and VA coordinate efforts to perform exams for 
servicemembers being discharged that satisfy requirements of both the military and 
VA. Because of variation in the availability of local resources, such as physicians 
trained to use VA’s exam protocols, DoD and VA agreed that local military bases 
should have flexibility to determine whether VA or military physicians or some com- 
bination of both will conduct the exam. In 2004, the agencies signed a memorandum 
of agreement (MOA) delineating their roles and responsibilities. The national agree- 
ment delegates authority to VA regional offices and individual military bases to cre- 
ate memorandums of understanding (MOU) that detail how the exam process will 
be implemented at the local level. 

VA’s Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) is responsible for administering and 
monitoring the BDD program.® VBA personnel assemble claims-related information 
and send the claims to be processed at one of two regional offices, VBA is also 
responsible for the paperless BDD claims process, an initiative intended to improve 
efficiency by converting claims-related information stored in paper folders into elec- 
tronic format, as part of VA’s effort to have all claims processed electronically by 
the end of 2012. 

VA has established a performance goal to increase the percentage of first-time dis- 
ability claims filed through the BDD program. Servicemembers generally learn of 
the BDD program through VA-sponsored benefits briefings conducted at military 
bases as part of TAP sessions. Led primarily by the Department of Labor, TAP con- 
sists of about 3 to 4 days of briefings on a variety of topics related to benefits and 
services available to servicemembers as they are discharged and begin life as vet- 
erans. Generally, servicemembers are required to attend a short introductory brief- 
ing, while all other sessions — including the VA benefits segment in which members 
learn about BDD — are optional. 

In addition to its participation goal for the BDD program, VA has three general 
goals for the timeliness and accuracy of all disability claims: average days pending 
(i.e., waiting for a final decision), average days to complete all work to reach a final 
decision, and average accuracy rate (percentage of claims with no processing er- 
rors). In 2009, VA reached its performance goal for one measure, i.e., average days 
to complete claims was 161 days compared with a goal of 168 days. However VA 
fell short of two goals last year: Average days pending was 117 days compared with 
a goal of 116 days, and national accuracy rates were 83 percent compared with a 
goal of 90 percent. 

VA’s Management of the BDD Program Provides Limited Aecountability for 
Results, although Recent Improvements Have Been Made 

VA Has a Performance Measure for BDD Participation, but Lacks Adequate Meas- 
ures for Timeliness of BDD Claims 

VA has established one performance measure for the BDD program that tracks 
participation in the program. Since fiscal year 2005, VA has tracked the percentage 
of all disability claims filed through the I5DD program within 1 year of discharge. 


®See GAO, VA and DoD Health Care: Efforts to Coordinate a Single Physical Exam Process 
for Servicemembers Leaving the Military, GAO-05— 64 (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 12, 2004). 

® While VA administers the BDD program, VA and DoD’s Joint Executive Council (JEC) over- 
sees joint efforts to eliminate harriers that servicemembers may face as they leave the military. 
Under the JEC, the Benefits Executive Council is focused on improving information sharing be- 
tween the agencies and the transition process for servicemembers. 

i®In 2006 VA completed its consolidation of BDD processing activities into two regional of- 
fices — Salt Lake City, Utah, and Winston-Salem, North Carolina — to increase the consistency 
of BDD claims. 

11 VA has several other measures for claims overall, including measures of satisfaction and 
how well VA keeps veterans informed of benefits. 

12 National accuracy rate data are through July 2009. 
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VA’s most recent data for fiscal year 2008 indicate that 59 percent of claims filed 
within 1 year of discharge were filed through the BDD program — 9 percentage 
points higher than its fiscal year 2008 goal of 50 percent. VA recently revised this 
measure so that it accounts only for claims filed by members who are discharging 
from bases covered by the BDD program, 

Although VA fine-tuned its measure for BDD program participation, VA does not 
adequately measure timeliness of BDD claims. VA tracks the days it takes to proc- 
ess traditional claims starting with the date a veteran first files a claim, whereas 
it tracks days to process BDD claims starting with the date a servicemember is dis- 
charged, This approach highlights a key advantage of the BDD program — that it 
takes less time for the veteran to receive benefits after discharge. However, the time 
VA spends developing a claim before a servicemember’s discharge — at least 60 days 
according to VA — is not included in its measures of timeliness for processing BDD 
claims, even though claims development is included in VA’s timeliness measures for 
traditional disability claims. 

VA officials told us the agency does not measure the timeliness of BDD claims 
development for three reasons: (1) VA lacks legal authority to provide compensation 
until a servicemember is discharged and becomes a veteran; (2) VA officials perceive 
most development activities, such as obtaining the separation exam and medical 
records, to be outside of their control; and (3) VA officials said that a primary objec- 
tive of the program was to shorten the time from which the member was entitled 
to benefits — by definition, after discharge — to the time he or she actually received 
them. 

While it is useful to know how soon after discharge servicemembers begin receiv- 
ing benefits, excluding the time VA personnel spend on developing BDD claims lim- 
its VA’s information on challenges in this stage of the process and may inhibit VA 
from taking action to address them. Personnel in 12 of the 14 BDD intake bases 
we reviewed indicated significant challenges with claims development activities, 
such as scheduling and completing sometimes multiple exams for servicemembers 
who leave an area. Challenges such as these may delay the development of 
servicemembers’ claims, putting them at risk of having to drop out of the BDD pro- 
gram. The fact that the servicemember is not yet a veteran does not absolve VA 
from tracking the time and resources spent developing BDD claims, which could ul- 
timately help VA identify and mitigate program challenges. As for lack of control 
over the claims development process, VA also faces similar limitations with tradi- 
tional disability claims, because VA must rely on veterans to submit their applica- 
tions and on other agencies or medical providers for records associated with the 
claim. Nevertheless, VA tracks time spent developing these claims and could also 
do this for BDD claims. 

VA Has Not Fully Evaluated Initiatives to Improve the BDD Program 

VA implemented two initiatives to improve the BDD program but did not fully 
evaluate either. In 2006, VA finished consolidating claims processing activities for 
BDD into two regional offices — Salt Lake City, Utah, and Winston-Salem, North 
Carolina — to improve the consistency and timeliness of BDD ratings, In fiscal year 
2007, each office completed about 11,000 BDD claims. Although VA reported to us 
that it monitors claims workloads between these offices and, in one case, sent claims 
from one office to the other so that claims could be processed more quickly, VA had 
not conducted an evaluation to determine whether consistency improved compared 
with prior practices. 

VA also has not evaluated a second BDD initiative, known as the paperless claims 
processing initiative, which is intended to increase the timeliness of claims proc- 
essing and security of BDD claims information. Since our report, VA told us that 


13 Previously, VA had included in the denominator claims from members who were discharged 
from non-BDD locations. Using those data, in fiscal year 2007, only 43 percent of first-year 
claims were filed through BDD, significantly short of VA’s goal. VA will come closer to its goal 
hy excluding servicemembers who, being from non-BDD locations, will generally be unable to 
meet BDD program requirements. 

While VA lacks a separate performance measure on BDD timeliness, VA officials reported 
the agency does track the average days BDD claims are pending a decision and the average 
days it takes VA to complete work on BDD claims separately from traditional claims. However, 
VA includes only the time after servicemember discharge when tracking BDD timeliness. 

^^By not including the time it takes to develop BDD claims, VA underestimates its overall 
processing time. However the impact is not large because predischarge (BDD and Quick Start) 
claims represent a small portion of all claims processed — about 5 percent in 2009. 

These two regional offices complete development, rating, award actions, and notification ac- 
tions for BDD claims. 
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all BDD claims have been processed in the paperless environment since August 
2008, and that it continues to monitor the BDD paperless initiative by hosting 
monthly teleconference calls with all 57 regional offices, intake sites, and area of- 
fices to provide ongoing guidance and training, as well as address any issues or 
problems the field may be experiencing. However, VA has not evaluated the extent 
to which this initiative improved overall timeliness or security. 

VA’s Review of BDD Operations Has Been Ineonsistent, although VA Has Recently 
Taken Steps to Improve Monitoring 

We identified gaps related to VA’s monitoring of the BDD program, but VA has 
since taken some steps to address those gaps. For example, we found that between 
September 2002 and May 2008, VA conducted reviews of BDD operations in only 
16 of the 40 offices it visited. Further, in 10 of the offices that were reviewed, VA 
personnel did not document the extent to which BDD claims were fully developed 
before being passed on to the processing office, pursuant to VA policy.^'^ We also 
found that the review protocol did not prompt reviewers to verify the extent to 
which claims were being fully developed before being sent to the processing office. 
In addition, for 14 offices, reviewers did not address whether agreements related to 
processing BDD claims existed between the processing office and relevant regional 
office, even though VA’s BDD operations review protocol specifically prompts review- 
ers to check for such agreements. In response to our recommendations, VA officials 
reported that they have increased the number of BDD oversight visits, including vis- 
its to sites that had not been reviewed in several years, such as Honolulu, Hawaii, 
and Louisville, Kentucky. Furthermore, VA revised its protocol to require a review 
of BDD operations as part of its site visits to monitor regional offices. 

VA and DoD Took Steps to Increase Access to the BDD Program, but Some 
Servicemembers May Still Face Barriers to Participation 

Some Servicemembers Have Limited Aecess to the BDD Program, but May Partici- 
pate in the Alternative Quiek Start Program 

Although the BDD program is designed to provide most servicemembers with ac- 
cess, some members may be unable to initiate a claim 60 to 180 days prior to dis- 
charge or remain within the vicinity of the base long enough to complete their 
exams. According to VA officials, this is a challenge particularly for demobilizing 
servicemembers of the National Guard and Reserves, who typically remain at a base 
for only 2 to 5 days before returning home, and are generally unable in this brief 
time to complete requisite exams or obtain required copies of their service medical 
records. Servicemembers located in remote locations until just a few days prior to 
discharge may also be unable to participate. Finally, we were told that 
servicemembers going through the DoD Medical Board process are ineligible for the 
BDD program because they typically are not given a firm discharge date in advance 
of the 60- to 180-day discharge window, and a firm date is required to avoid 
servicemembers returning to active duty after completing the claims process. 

In April 2007, VA established an alternative predischarge program, now known 
as Quick Start, to provide members who cannot participate in the BDD program an 
opportunity to initiate disability claims before they are discharged. Under this pro- 
gram, local VA personnel typically develop servicemembers’ claims as much as pos- 
sible prior to discharge and then send the claims to the San Diego or Winston-Salem 
regional offices, which were designated as consolidated processing sites for Quick 
Start claims in August 2009. In addition, in 2009, VA also created a predischarge 
Web site, which allows servicemembers to initiate either a BDD or Quick Start 
claim electronically, although exams must still be completed in person. 

We found VA lacked data to assess the extent to which servicemembers benefit 
from the alternative predischarge program. Specifically, we found that VA was un- 
able to assess participation in the Quick Start program by National Guard and Re- 
serve servicemembers because they could not be distinguished from other 


I'^VA policy directs the processing offices to have agreements with all of the regional offices 
in their jurisdiction to define roles and responsibilities for processing BDD claims. 

i®DoD and VA are piloting a program whereby the assessment used to determine a wounded 
soldier’s fitness for duty can be used to determine VA disability benefits for those ultimately 
deemed unfit. 

These designated processing sites complete development, rating, award actions, and notifi- 
cation actions for Quick Start claims. 
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servicemembers.^*’ In response to our recommendation, the agency reported that it 
has updated its data system to distinguish between National Guard/Reserves and 
full-time active duty servicemembers who file such claims. 

We also found that, like BDD claims, timeliness measures for Quick Start claims 
do not include days spent developing the claim prior to discharge. According to VA 
officials, the timeliness of Quick Start claims may vary substantially from both BDD 
and traditional claims. For example, servicemembers who are on base only a few 
days prior to discharge, such as members of the National Guard and Reserves, may 
have enough time only to fill out the application before returning home and may 
need to schedule the VA exam necessary to fully develop their claim after discharge. 
Overall, this will most likely result in less timely receipt of VA disability compensa- 
tion than through the BDD program, but more timely than traditional claims. On 
the other hand, servicemembers with more time before discharge may be able to 
complete more or all of the claim development process, including the VA exam. Be- 
cause VA does not adequately track timeliness of Quick Start, it may be unable to 
identify trends and potential challenges associated with developing and processing 
these claims. However, as with BDD claims, VA told us it has no plans to measure 
time spent developing these particular claims, and we continue to believe it should. 

VA and DoD Have Coordinated to Provide Briefings with Information about BDD, 
but Military Duties and Other Factors May Hinder Attendance 

VA and DoD have coordinated to provide servicemembers with information about 
the BDD program through VA benefits briefings and other initiatives, but attending 
these briefings is optional for most servicemembers. According to DoD and VA per- 
sonnel, most servicemembers learn about the program through VA benefits briefings 
conducted as part of TAP sessions, although some may also learn about BDD 
through base television spots, papers, and word of mouth.^i However, the Marine 
Corps is the only service branch to require servicemembers to attend VA benefits 
briefings. For the other service branches, participation requirements may vary by 
base and command. 

We found that commanders’ and supervisors’ support for transition services, such 
as VA-sponsored benefits briefings, can vary by base.^^ Even though DoD policy re- 
quires commanders to allow servicemembers to attend TAP sessions upon the mem- 
ber’s request, we were told at one base that servicemembers have on occasion not 
been released from their duties to attend the briefings, resulting in VA personnel 
going up the chain of command to obtain permission for the members to attend. At 
two bases, VA officials considered outreach to be difficult — because of conflicting 
missions between VA and DoD and lack of support from some base commanders — 
resulting often in servicemembers being called away from the briefings. 

Although some military officials recommended that servicemembers be required to 
attend TAP sessions, rather than mandate attendance, DoD decided in August 2007 
to establish a goal that 85 percent of separating servicemembers and demobilizing 
National Guard and Reserve members participate in TAP sessions, including VA 
benefits briefings. We recommended that DoD establish a plan with a specific time 
frame for meeting this goal, but DoD has not developed such a plan. We continue 
to believe that DoD should establish a plan for meeting its goal. In the course of 
our review, we also learned that TAP participation data may be inaccurate or over- 
stated because unique identifiers were not used to document servicemembers’ at- 
tendance and servicemembers who attend more than one briefing could be double- 
counted. Currently, the Department of Labor (DOL), VA, and DoD track participa- 
tion in their respective TAP sessions separately. We recommended that DoD estab- 
lish an accurate measure of servicemembers’ participation in TAP, including VA 
benefits briefings. DoD recently reported it is working in collaboration with DOL 
and VA to determine what improvements can be made in measuring 
servicemembers’ participation in all components of TAP. 


At the time of our review, VA also expressed concern that early Quick Start program data 
might not be accurate because of to the newness of the program. 

In addition, the Benefits Executive Council’s BDD Working Group has also developed a 
BDD and Quick Start pamphlet to be distributed at all VA intake sites, and VA’s recently devel- 
oped predischarge Web site also includes links to the TAP Web site and information. 

22 GAO, Military and Veterans’ Benefits: Enhaneed Services Could Improve Transition Assist- 
anee for Reserves and National Guard, GAO— 05— 544 (Washington, D.C.: May 20, 2005). 
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Most BDD Sites Have Local Memorandums of Understanding to Provide a Coopera- 
tive Exam Process, but Maintaining Them Has Been a Challenge for Some Bases 

Most BDD sites employ local MOUs to establish a cooperative exam process, and 
implementation of the exam process varies significantly.^® According to data pro- 
vided by VA during our review, more than 60 percent of bases offering the BDD pro- 
gram had local MOUs that called for the exclusive use of VA physicians, 30 percent 
used VA contractors to conduct exams, and 7 percent used a sequential process in- 
volving resources and exams from both VA and DoD.®'' At bases offering the BDD 
program overseas, VA exams were conducted by physicians under contract with DoD 
because VA does not have physicians at these bases. 

At several bases we visited, we identified resource constraints and communication 
challenges that have affected servicemembers’ access to the program. Resource chal- 
lenges we identified at five bases included no designated VA exam provider for more 
than 7 months, difficulties hiring physicians, and displaced staff because of con- 
struction. At seven bases, we identified communication challenges or a lack of 
awareness of the local cooperative exam MOU caused by uncertainties generally re- 
sulting from deployment of a key DoD local official or changes in command leader- 
ship. In one case, communication between DoD and VA personnel was conducted on 
an inconsistent basis, if at all. Such constraints and challenges have caused delays 
in servicemembers’ exams or otherwise made it difficult to meet time frames re- 
quired by the BDD program. 

At the time of our review, DoD and VA had provided some guidance on imple- 
menting and maintaining local MOUs; however, personnel in some sites we visited 
were interested in learning about promising practices at other bases. We rec- 
ommended that VA and DoD identify and disseminate information on promising 
practices that address challenges local officials commonly face in ensuring 
servicemembers have full access to a cooperative exam. DoD officials recently re- 
ported collaborating with VA on a September 2009 conference focusing on seamless 
transition. DoD officials planned to work with conference sponsors to identify best 
practices for dealing with the cooperative exam process as it relates to the chal- 
lenges local personnel commonly face. 

Conclusion 

The BDD program appears to be an effective means for thousands of separating 
servicemembers to receive their disability benefits faster than if they had filed a 
claim under VA’s traditional process. Despite BDD’s inherent advantages, VA has 
not followed through on opportunities to ensure accountability and to optimize re- 
sults. Similarly, although DoD and VA have made significant progress in increasing 
servicemembers’ access to the BDD and Quick Start programs, opportunities to fur- 
ther ensure or improve access remain. At a time when so many servicemembers are 
being discharged with injuries, it is more important than ever to process benefits 
as efficiently and effectively as possible. BDD and Quick Start programs have great 
potential to achieve these goals, as long as VA maintains a sharp focus on account- 
ability, and both DoD and VA follow through on recommended actions. 

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my prepared statement. I would be pleased to an- 
swer any questions that you or other Members of the Subcommittee may have. 
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Prepared Statement of Hon. Noel C. Koch, Deputy Under 
Secretary of Defense (Wounded Warrior Care and Transition 
Policy), U.S. Department Secretary of Defense 

Mr. Chairman, thank you for inviting me to join you today to discuss how the De- 
partment of Defense (DoD) in collaboration with the Department of Veterans Affairs 
(VA) is working to increase transitioning servicemember’s participation in the Bene- 
fits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) and Quick Start Programs. The Departments con- 
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tinue to work together to address these issues through the auspices of the DoDA^A 
Benefits Executive Council and the Joint Executive Council. 

The Office of Wounded Warrior Care and Transition Policy’s (WWCTP) mission 
is to ensure Wounded, 111, Injured & transitioning Warriors receive the highest qual- 
ity care and seamless transition support. Some of our Wounded, 111 or Injured 
servicemembers may be able to return to active duty following their recovery, and 
may choose to do so, while others may leave military service. But while in the care 
of DoD, it is my office’s job to develop policy and provide oversight of several parts 
of a servicemember’s care, recovery and transition. 

As you are aware, one of the most important efforts we made was in response 
to the recommendations sent forth by the President’s Commission on Care for Amer- 
ica’s Returning Wounded Warriors and required by the National Defense Authoriza- 
tion Act for Eiscal Year 2008 (NDAA 2008) to provide a single point of contact for 
recovering servicemembers and their families. In response to the NDAA require- 
ment, we launched the Department of Defense Recovery Coordination Program 
(RCP). 

The RCP places Recovery Care Coordinators (RCC) in each Military Department’s 
Wounded Warrior Program. The RCCs support eligible Wounded, 111 and Injured 
servicemembers, including members of the Reserve Component, and their families, 
by ensuring their non-medical needs are met along the road to recovery. 

My office also has oversight for training the Recovery Care Coordinators. To im- 
prove outreach to those supported by an RCC, I had my staff expand the training 
curriculum for the DoD Transition Assistance Program (TAP) and its TurboTAP 
Web site. RCCs are told how to connect wounded, ill and injured servicemembers 
with the BDD and Quick Start Programs through their supporting TAP office. BDD 
or Quick Start can now be added to the members’ comprehensive plan, if applicable. 

Servicemembers leaving the military are informed about BDD and Quick Start 
during the Pre-separation Counseling phase of the transition process. There are five 
components of TAP, namely: 

• Pre-separation Counseling — sponsored by DoD and the Military Services 

• VA Benefits Briefings — sponsored by VA 

• Disabled Transition Assistance Program (DTAP) — sponsored by VA 

• Department of Labor (DOL) TAP Employment Workshops — sponsored by 
DOL 

• One-on-one coaching which occurs following the previously mentioned four 
components. 

Information on BDD and Quick Start is first provided during the pre-separation 
portion of the transition process. These programs are addressed again, in greater 
depth, by VA during the VA sponsored VA Benefits Briefing, and a third time dur- 
ing the VA sponsored DTAP. Servicemembers meeting the eligibility criteria are 
given a minimum of three opportunities to learn about these vital programs. 

Other actions the Department has taken in conjunction with our partners at VA 
to educate and inform servicemembers about the BDD and Quick Start Programs 
include: 

• Launched the VA Pre-Discharge Web site in June 2009 and linked it to our 
DoD TurboTAP Web site. 

• Developed a BDD and Quick Start pamphlet. 

• Promoted BDD and Quick Start on servicemember’s Leave and Earnings 
Statements (September 2009). 

• Convened the Joint Interagency Strategic Working Group for the Transition 
Assistance Program to assess and update the program. 

• One outcome was a recommendation that DoD update its DoD Instruction 
on Pre-separation Counseling by requiring counselors to cover the BDD 
and Quick Start Programs. This policy modification will help us close any 
gaps that may exist. 

• Another outcome was to update the Pre-separation Counseling Checklist 
for Active Component and Transitioning Counseling Checklist for De- 
mobilizing/Deactivating Reserve Component Services members by adding 
BDD and Quick Start. Although our emphasis is on counseling and coach- 
ing servicemembers, it is equally important that we document that coun- 
seling was conducted. The forms are the tools which allow us to do that. 

• Within two weeks following the Joint Interagency Strategic Working 
Group meeting, DoD TAP joined the social network community by 
launching the DoD TAP Facebook. We are taking advantage of the popu- 
larity of social media as another communications resource to promote 
transition services and benefits to military personnel and families. One 
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of the first links and resources on our Facebook homepage is to the Pre- 
Discharge Web site. 

So where are we today? What other steps are we taking that will continue to fos- 
ter our commitment and support to our deserving warriors? 

The Department will soon issue a Memorandum to the Military Departments ask- 
ing senior leaders and commanders at all levels to strengthen their emphasis on the 
importance of BDD and Quick Start. We view this Memorandum as a “call to action” 
to our commanders to become more engaged with ensuring eligible servicemembers 
submit their claim for disability compensation through BDD or Quick Start before 
separating from the military. 

As the Co-Chairs of the Benefits Executive Council (BEC), my distinguished col- 
league, the former Under Secretary for Benefits, and I wanted to institutionalize 
and strengthen responsibilities of our Pre-Discharge Working Group, which falls 
under our purview. To accomplish this we directed this group to develop a “Pre-Dis- 
charge Working Group Charter” for our approval. I am delighted to report, Mr. 
Chairman that I recently signed the Charter as the DoD BEC co-chair and sent it 
to my VA Co-chair counter-part, the Acting Under Secretary for Benefits for his sig- 
nature. 

But these programs and actions notwithstanding, much remains to be done. Both 
DoD and VA are aware that we can improve how we care for our servicemembers 
and Veterans, be it through further research, continuing to ease access to benefits 
for those who earned them, and finding more efficient and effective service-delivery 
systems that will provide better support for our warriors and their families. 

Mr. Chairman, we are reminded daily of our obligation to our servicemembers and 
their families, and particularly to the Wounded, Bl and Injured, and those who bear 
the greatest burden of caring for them. We are committed to providing the support 
they need to help ensure a successful transition through recovery and rehabilitation 
and back to active duty or reintegration into their communities. 

We appreciate the opportunity to come before you today to discuss a subject which 
the Secretary of Defense has said repeatedly is a Departmental priority second only 
to the wars in which we are engaged. I will be happy to answer your questions. 

Thank you. 


Prepared Statement of Thomas Tarantino, Legislative 
Associate, Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America 

Mister Chairman, Ranking Member, and Members of the Subcommittee, on behalf 
of Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America’s (lAVA) 180,000 members and sup- 
porters, I would like to thank you for the opportunity to speak before you today to 
express the concerns of our membership on some very important issues facing vet- 
erans of Iraq and Afghanistan and their families. 

As an OIF veteran with 10 years of service in the Army, I have seen firsthand 
the difficulties that many face when transitioning from being a servicemember to 
being a veteran. For the wounded warrior, torn from service due to their extraor- 
dinary sacrifice, and the young veteran, who spent most of their formative years in 
uniform, the transition can be difficult. All too often, we leave behind structured and 
accessible care and benefits of the military when seeking care and benefits at the 
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), where we’re left to our own devices. 

In response to the need for a more seamless transition from servicemember to vet- 
eran, the VA and Department of Defense (DoD) have embarked on several initia- 
tives that allow servicemembers to walk off post with their benefits in hand. How- 
ever, the potential of these programs has yet to be fully realized. And their full im- 
pact will not be felt until the VA begins aggressive outreach to servicemembers and 
the DoD makes transition programs uniform and mandatory. 

When I left the Army in 2007, I had no idea of the scope and availability of the 
benefits I was entitled to as a veteran. In fact, it never occurred to me to seek bene- 
fits and health care from the VA for the general wear and tear of a decade of mili- 
tary service. If it weren’t for the advice of a Sergeant Major attending the Army 
Civilian Alumni Program with me I would never have applied. 

But we cannot rely on word of mouth to spread this information. The DoD and 
the VA must integrate their outreach and ensure a smooth transition of services be- 
fore a servicemember is ready to leave the uniform behind. Otherwise, more men 
and women will fall through the cracks. The Marine Corps mandates TAPS pro- 
grams within 90 days of separation, while the Army conducts their Civilian Alumni 
Program within 30 days. Both of these programs are useful, but begin far too late 
to effectively utilize the Benefits Delivery at Discharge Program. Additionally, nei- 
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ther program has comprehensive and mandatory briefings about the availability of 
VA services. 

The VA must begin to see itself as a military alumni program. Many of us remem- 
ber the guy from our college’s alumni society who greeted us freshman year and con- 
tinued to pester us throughout college and for years afterward. It may have been 
annoying at times, but the message was communicated clearly and consistently. The 
VA needs to be communicating at least that effectively with our veterans. There 
should be no excuse for a veteran not knowing what services are available to them 
when they separate. Only when the VA integrates its outreach and education efforts 
with the DoD will benefits programs reach their full potential. 

Early outreach also requires VA boots on the ground. To effectively utilize quick 
start services the VA must have a presence at all military installations in order to 
provide access and information to the benefits and services that the servicemembers 
have earned. Additionally, the VA should offer training to AGR members of the Na- 
tional Guard and reserve in order to educate servicemembers who do not have the 
same interaction with the military services as their active duty counterparts. 

Just as the VA must rethink the way it conducts outreach, the DoD must under- 
stand that it has a responsibility to its servicemembers to set them up for success 
whether they retire from service or choose to leave. The military is a lifestyle, not 
a job. Those that choose this life must be afforded every opportunity to excel both 
while in uniform, and when they put the uniform away. The DoD must mandate 
a comprehensive and structured Transitional Assistance Program that integrates 
VA benefits and services. 

In addition to integrating outreach and training we need to address the expedi- 
ence and accuracy of the benefits process. The Benefits Delivery at Discharge Pro- 
gram generally provides more accurate and timely benefits to separating 
servicemembers than the standard benefits approval process. However, this is large- 
ly due to the co-location of the servicemember with their respective records and DoD 
medical facility. Many of the processing issues that plague the standard system still 
exist. They are mitigated by the fact that the servicemember is still in uniform and 
has full access to DoD care and services, while waiting for their rating, thus reduc- 
ing the time it takes to develop a claim. 

Receiving a disability rating at the VA can be a long and confusing process for 
a veteran. Often, a veteran must wait for a rating that does not accurately reflect 
what they are entitled to. The VA currently uses a disability evaluation process that 
was outdated long before many Iraq and Afghanistan veterans were born. This has 
lead to a situation where hundreds of thousands of veterans must navigate an anti- 
quated system that focuses on the quantity over quality of the processed claims. 
Consequently, 17 percent of cases do not accurately compensate veterans for their 
earned benefits. And as we all know, that leads to months, if not years, of delayed 
payments. 

lAVA applauds some of the innovative initiatives that the VA has undertaken to 
mitigate this problem. Two such programs are the pilot that integrates the Virtual 
VA into the Benefits Delivery at Discharge process, establishing online information 
for quick start programs, and the Six Sigma pilot at the Little Rock Regional Office. 
Now it is time to take it to the next level. The Virtual VA is a step in the right 
direction, but it must integrate with VHA records if it is to be effective. Informa- 
tional Web sites are good, but today’s veterans expect a Web site to offer services 
as well as information. 

This year lAVA, along with many of our fellow Veterans Service Organizations, 
have selected reform of the disability benefits approval process as our number one 
legislative issue. We believe that our veterans and survivors deserve a top quality 
disability claims system and we commit to supporting and passing disability claims 
reform legislation that: 

• Develops a work culture at VA that emphasizes quality at all steps by cre- 
ating a management culture that measures and rewards quality of results, 
not just quantity, and provides sufficient training of VA’s management and 
workforce in order to achieve this outcome. 

• Modernizes the IT infrastructure and optimizes business processes by cre- 
ating a secure and accessible paperless IT system which rapidly moves and 
organizes the information necessary for VA to approve claims for benefits, 
while optimizing workflow and business processes. 

• Develops a simpler and more transparent application and approval process by 
creating a universal and simple application process that provides veterans 
with regular updates on the progress of their claims and allows them to ac- 
cess their records and the status of their claims. 
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Thank you again for the chance to communicate our analysis and suggestions on 
this most important issues facing veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan. We look for- 
ward to continuing to work with the committee and I appreciate your time and at- 
tention. 


Prepared Statement of Gerald T. Manar, Deputy Direetor, National 
Veterans Service, Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States 

MR. CHAIRMAN AND MEMBERS OF THE COMMITTEE: On hehalf of the 2.1 
million men and women of the Veterans of Foreign Wars of the U.S. (VFW) and our 
Auxiliaries, we appreciate the opportunity to present our views and concerns regard- 
ing the VA Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) and Quick Start Programs. 

In 1973, I spent the last two weeks of active duty in the Navy at Treasure Island 
in San Francisco Bay. During that entire period I did not hear a single word about 
VA disability compensation, VA health care or the GI Bill. My experience was, I be- 
lieve, not at all out of the ordinary. Other than education benefits, I knew virtually 
nothing about the services VA provided to veterans until I was hired by VA in 1974 
as a benefits counselor to work on college campuses in the Detroit area. 

The world has changed tremendously in the decades since my discharge from the 
Navy. DoD and VA have made significant strides to ensure that our newest vet- 
erans are better prepared for life after discharge than any generation of veterans 
that preceded them. Unfortunately, VA fails to reach tens of thousands of those 
leaving active duty and most Reserve and National Guard members. Further, the 
quality of the ratings given these warriors is, in a word, awful. 

Background 

The Transition Assistance Program (TAP) and the Disability Transition Assist- 
ance Program (DTAP) was created in the 1980’s to better inform servicemembers 
about benefits and opportunities following service. Those programs have expanded 
significantly so that today, classes and briefings start months before release from 
active duty. The TAP and DTAP don’t just cover VA benefits. Information on resume 
writing, employment counseling, small business information, personal finance, and 
much more is provided to soon to be released servicemen and women. 

From 2005-2007, VA briefed over 1 million servicemen and women and inter- 
viewed over 318,000. 

The BDD initiative is an outgrowth of the TAP and DTAP programs. It began in 
1995 as a joint project by VA and DoD at only three Army bases. It has expanded 
to over 150 installations covering all branches of service. This program allows 
servicemembers within 60 to 180 days of discharge to file a claim for compensation 
benefits, receive necessary medical examinations, and obtain a rating soon after re- 
lease from active duty. 

Veterans of Foreign Wars 

Veteran service organizations have worked hand in hand with the VA and DoD 
to ensure that our nation’s newest veterans receive every benefit to which they are 
entitled under the law. 

The VFW began placing national service officers on select military installations 
in 2001. Today, we have 9 Pre-Discharge Claims Representatives serving troops at 
16 military installations. We also have national service officers in San Juan and Las 
Vegas who perform TAP briefings several times a month at nearby military bases 
and help servicemembers who qualify for the BDD and Quick Start programs. Last 
year our service officers briefed over 14,400 servicemembers and helped over 8,400 
soldiers, sailors, airmen and marines file disability claims with VA. 

The VFW also has two full time specialists reviewing BDD ratings at the VA re- 
gional offices in Winston-Salem and Salt Lake City Rating Activity Sites RAS. All 
told in 2009, our small cadre of national service officers helped BDD and Quick 
Start participants receive over $9 million in benefits at or shortly after discharge. 

Challenges 

VA reports that it received 51,000 claims from the BDD and Quick Start claims 
programs in 2008, up from 47,000 the year before. Further, it reports that nearly 
60 percent of those it briefed filed claims. 

These numbers are fascinating for several reasons. First, that at least 60 percent 
believe they were disabled to some degree during their military service is signifi- 
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cant. While I do not have the exact numbers, our experience is that nearly all will 
receive service connection for at least one disability and most will receive compensa- 
tion at some level. 

Second, if 51,000 claimants represent 60 percent of those briefed, then VA is brief- 
ing only about 85,000 servicemembers. However, it is our understanding that each 
year over 100,000 personnel leave active duty and another 100,000 are released 
from the Reserves and National Guard. While some Reserve and National Guard 
personnel use the BDD and Quick Start programs as they depart active duty it is 
clear that a large portion of those serving on active duty and in the reserves are 
not receiving critical information through VA’s outreach efforts. 

The most interesting observation is that VA is a victim of its own success. It may 
be merely a coincidence but in the mid-1990s at about the time VA expanded its 
TAP and DTAP programs, VA’s workload began to increase. While 51,000 claims 
submitted under the BDD and Quick Start programs may constitute only 5 percent 
of VA’s annual claim receipts, VA devotes a significant portion of its workforce to 
educating servicemembers and encouraging them to file claims. Further, many high- 
ly skilled personnel at the Winston-Salem, Salt Lake City and San Diego Regional 
Offices have been tasked to work BDD and Quick Start claims exclusively. 

We do not suggest that VA or DoD lessen their efforts in helping servicemembers 
prepare for life after the military. It is absolutely the right thing; it may not always 
be the easiest or cheapest thing. We applaud Congress for encouraging these pro- 
grams and we support VA and DoD in their efforts to ensure that every servicemem- 
ber has an opportunity to adequately prepare for their post-discharge life. 

As We See It 

VA has several challenges to resolve if it hopes to improve the number of 
servicemembers it reaches and the quality of the service it provides them: 

There are too many servicemembers who are not adequately briefed about their 
benefits prior to discharge. While DoD may require pre-discharge education far 
too many servicemembers are either not provided, or find some way to avoid 
these programs. Further, VA has been slow to expand the BDD program to ad- 
ditional installations. In 2004, VA was at 139 military bases; in 2008 the num- 
ber stood at only 150. VA must move more quickly to expand to other military 
installations. 

Veteran Service Organizations are a critical partner in the BDD program. VA 
personnel have neither the time nor, often, the expertise to help 
servicemembers fill out more than a claim. VFW service officers usually spend 
an hour with each servicemember, talking with them about their problems and 
concerns; they go through the service treatment records page by page, identi- 
fying chronic problems which originate or are aggravated by military service 
and ensure that those conditions are both listed and documented on the applica- 
tion. They accomplish Veterans Claims Assistance Act (VCAA) notification 
which helps shorten the development process. Finally, they provide answers 
about what to expect in dealing with VA. 

As helpful as veteran service officers are you would think that DoD would wel- 
come us with open arms. Gaining the permission of DoD to work on base re- 
quires careful and extended negotiations with both DoD and VA. That’s because 
VA does not anticipate that service organizations may be able to provide service 
officers to help. As a consequence, space, always at a premium, is often difficult 
to find. 

As VA and DoD expand the BDD program to other installations, we urge them 
reach out to Veteran Service Organizations to determine whether we are able to pro- 
vide service officers to help them help servicemembers. 

Finally, in our experience quality of disability ratings is no better in BDD and 
Quick Start cases than it is for other veterans. The VA STAR report for November, 
2009, shows that 17 percent of all ratings nationally contained at least one sub- 
stantive error. Winston-Salem met the national error rate, while San Diego, where 
Quick Start claims are rated had a 19 percent error rate. Salt Lake City trailed 
with a 22 percent error rate. Essentially, one out of every 5 decisions made by VA 
are wrong. 

There are 29 members on the House Veterans Affairs Committee. If you all sub- 
mitted claims for benefits from the VA nearly 6 of you would have ratings which 
were wrong. 

We encourage Secretary Shinseki and his management team to focus this year on 
changing the culture in VBA so that quality is the rule, not the exception. 
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Aristotle once said: “We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence then is not an act, 
but a habit.” 

VA needs to create a culture where excellence is a habit. 


Prepared Statement of Raymond C. Kelley, National 
Legislative Direetor, Ameriean Veterans (AMVETS) 

Chairman Hall, Ranking Member Lamborn, and members of the subcommittee, 
thank you for the opportunity to appear before you today to provide AMVETS’ views 
regarding the Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs. 

The Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) program was established to allow 
servicemembers to begin their disability claims process prior to discharge. Another 
benefit to this program is the servicemembers will receive a single physical that will 
satisfy both the requirements for DoD separation as well as VA disability claims as- 
sessment. By doing this, servicemembers who are less than 180 days but more than 
60 days away from separating from active military service can initiate a VA dis- 
ability claim. This will allow for a more seamless transition for the servicemember 
who may begin receiving disability compensation within one to three months after 
discharge as apposed to six to seven months if they file their claim in the tradition 
manner. 

Despite the fact that tens of thousands of servicemembers have used the BDD 
program at more than 150 locations, there are issues that must be addressed to im- 
prove the program not only for the veterans who utilize it, but also for DoD and 
VA. If there continue to be impediments and inconsistencies for the departments 
that facilitate the program, the real value of the program will be lost. 

The concept of a single separation physical seems simple enough. However, the 
physicals can be facilitated by either DoD, VA, a contractor, or a combination of the 
three. The national agreement between VA and DoD set guidelines for local Memo- 
randums of Understanding (MOU) that will determine who will be responsible for 
the physical. However, there have been some challenges at the local level in commu- 
nicating and following the content of the local MOU. The ‘Veterans’ Disability Bene- 
fits” GAO report (GAO-08-901) found that more than half of all BDD intake sites 
visited had challenges in administering a single, comprehensive exam. Often it was 
a lack of communication that failed to reach DoD personnel at the lowest level, 
therefore, duplicate exams continued to take place. Often, local leadership of com- 
mands did not understand the program and therefore they ignored the MOU and 
continued to administer two physicals. 

Resource changes were also identified as a challenge for local BDD facilities. In 
some locations DoD is responsible for conducting the exam, but current physicians 
were not qualified to conduct exams that would meet both DoD and VA require- 
ments. At other locations, when DoD is required by the local MOU to conduct the 
exam, no provisions were put in place to accommodate the increase in time and re- 
sources it would take to conduct the exams. These and other issues make it difficult 
for bases offering BDD to meet time frames set by the program. These MOUs must 
be disseminated to and understood by all personnel who are affected by the MOU 
to ensure proper implementation. Also, if there are implementation issues the MOU 
must be revised to better meet the needs of BDD sites 

Because VA does not control or enforce the local BDD sites, AMVETS believes VA 
cannot be expected to account BDD development time in their timeliness of claims 
processing. However, AMVETS believes it is important to track the BDD process 
from intake so efficiencies can be indentified and best practices can be developed. 
A plan should be put into place that will allow VA to track the development process 
of BDD claims and conduct periodic reviews so efficiency can be determined. 

Informing servicemembers of this program continues to be difficult. Again, local 
commands’ understanding and support for the program greatly affects participation. 
If the military command does not see the value in the program, they will not be 
as likely to disseminate the information to the troops. VA and DoD must make a 
concerted effort to educate base command structures so there will be buy-in of the 
program. This is the first step to delivering the information to troops. 

The Transition Assistance Program (TAP) should be an excellent way to commu- 
nicate the BDD program to transitioning servicemembers as well. However, only the 
Marine Corps mandates that TAP participants attend the VA presentation. Since 
this portion is mandatory, servicemembers have the perception that it is unimpor- 
tant, leading to low participation. The VA benefits portion of TAP should be manda- 
tory. 
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AMVETS also believes each Regional Office (RO) should have the authority to 
rate BDD claims. We understand that as a pilot program, it was practical to have 
only two offices rate these claims, but now with more than 150 intake locations al- 
lowing the ROs to rate claims should increase the timeliness of adjudication. 

AMVETS is also concerned that BDD enrollees must fill out VA Form 21-526c, 
the Pre-Discharge Compensation Claim, while veterans who file a traditional claim 
must fill out VA Form 21-526. There are stark differences in the two forms. The 
two most notable differences are the length of the form and the depth of the ques- 
tions asked. The BDD forms are four pages shorter and lack the instructions that 
are present in the traditional VA compensation and pension form. Also, the respond- 
ent’s burden of time for filling out the BDD forms is half that of the traditional 
form. This is due in part to the degree of explanation that is required. For example, 
each form asks the veteran to state what disabilities they are claiming. The BBD 
form provides a small block with four “notebook” style lines for the veteran to state 
their claim, but in the traditional form the veteran is provided with an entire page 
asking for specific details pertaining to each of the veterans’ claims. A study must 
be conducted to determine if providing servicemembers with a reduced form has any 
adverse affects on the development and the final rating of these claims. 

Mr. Chairman, thank you again for providing AMVETS the opportunity to present 
our views on BDD and Quick Start. This concludes my testimony and I will be 
happy to answer any questions you may have. 


Prepared Statement of John L. Wilson, Assistant 
National Legislative Director, Disabled American Veterans 

Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee: 

I am pleased to have this opportunity to appear before you on behalf of the Dis- 
abled American Veterans (DAV) to address the Department of Veteran Affairs (VA) 
Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs. 

The Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) and Quick Start programs provide 
servicemembers the opportunity to apply for disability compensation benefits from 
the VA prior to retirement or separation from military service. Servicemembers who 
leave the military and file disability claims with the VA may be subject to duplica- 
tive physical exams in order to meet requirements of both the Department of De- 
fense’s (DoD’s) military services and VA. To streamline the process, the military 
services and VA moved to coordinate their physical exam requirements by devel- 
oping a single separation exam program. This program found its beginnings in 1995 
when VA began accepting disability compensation claims from servicemembers in 
the BDD program at three VA regional offices and three Army installations. How- 
ever, differences in the availability of physicians trained to use VA’s exam protocols, 
resulted in DoD and VA agreeing that local military bases be given flexibility in im- 
plementing the exams by allowing either VA or military physicians to conduct the 
exam. 

In 1998, VA and DoD signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) instructing 
local units to establish single separation exam programs. In 2002, the agencies cre- 
ated a Joint Executive Council to oversee joint efforts to eliminate barriers 
servicemembers face as they leave the military. The Joint Executive Council’s Bene- 
fits Executive Council, is focused on improving information sharing between the 
agencies and improving the transition process for servicemembers. The agencies 
signed another memorandum of agreement in 2004, laying out roles and responsibil- 
ities for each agency in establishing a cooperative separation exam process. The 
signing of the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2008 mandated 
BDD services were to also be provided to National Guard and Reserve personnel at 
non-traditional BDD sites such as armories, military family support center to the 
maximum extent possible. 

Participation in the BDD program is offered to servicemembers who are within 
60 to 180 days of release from active duty and who remain in the area in order to 
complete the medical examinations. To participate in BDD, servicemembers gen- 
erally must meet six requirements: (1) be in the process of being honorably dis- 
charged, (2) initiate their VA disability benefits application between 60 and 180 
days prior to discharge, (3) sign a Veterans Claims Assistance Act (VCAA) form, (4) 
provide the VA copies of service medical records, (5) complete a VA medical exam, 
and (6) remain near the base until all exams are completed. The BDD claims are 
then processed at VA Regional Offices at Salt lake City, Utah or Winston-Salem, 
North Carolina. 
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Quick Start is offered to all servicemembers with less than 60 days remaining on 
active duty or demobilization. It is well suited for National Guard and Reserve 
members as they can file a claim while attending demobilization briefings and con- 
tinue the claims process after returning home. This may make it possible for them 
to receive VA compensation benefits faster after separation or retirement. 
Servicemembers with 1-59 days remaining on active duty or full-time Reserve or 
National Guard (Title 10 or Title 32) or servicemembers who do not meet the BDD 
criteria requiring availability for all examinations prior to discharge may apply 
through Quick Start. There are three ways to apply for Quick Start: (1) Download 
VA Form 21-526, Veteran’s Application for Compensation and lor Pension, from the 
VA Web site and submit it to the nearest VA Regional Office or any location where 
VA accepts claims; (2) Submit an online application at www.va.gov using “Apply On- 
line”, then click “Compensation & Pension” on the drop-down menu; (3) Request a 
claim form be mailed by calling the VA toll-free number. The servicemember must 
submit a paper copy of their service treatment records with each of the three op- 
tions. 

Current BDD program participants include 40 regional offices and 153 military 
installations (142 DoD sites and 11 Homeland Security Coast Guard sites). This 
number includes 5 locations overseas (3 in Korea and 2 in Germany). VA also issued 
policy guidance that allows servicemembers being discharged from any base to file 
BDD claims at all 57 VA Regional Offices and other locations where VA personnel 
are located. 

The Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) has also established a Web site of 
http: ! I www.vba.va.gov ! predischarge ! index.htm to provide information on the four 
components of the Pre-Discharge Program: 

. BDD 

• Quick Start 

• Disability Evaluation System (Pilot program) 

• Seriously InjuredWery Seriously Injured (SIWSI) 

The collaboration between the VA and the military services to establish single 
separation exam programs has generally been a successful endeavor. According to 
a Government Accountability Office (GAO) Report titled “Better Accountability and 
Access Would Improve the Benefits Delivery at Discharge Program,” GAO-08-901, 
September 9, 2008, once a BDD application is approved, veterans may begin receiv- 
ing benefits within 2 to 3 months, instead of the 6 to 7 months it typically takes 
if they had applied after discharge under the traditional disability claims process. 
In the past 5 years, about 140,000 servicemembers have used the BDD program. 
More than 70 percent of servicemembers leaving the military in fiscal year (FY) 
2007 were discharged at military bases offering the BDD program. 

A primary advantage of this program is that service treatment records are more 
readily accessible to the servicemember and the VA so filing a VA disability claim 
through the BDD program can be faster than filing a claim as a veteran under the 
traditional claim process. Establishing service connection for a claimed condition 
may be easier, since the member is still on active duty status. Key forms needed 
to process the claim can also be signed immediately. 

While the programs can generally be viewed as successful, there are concerns 
with performance measures and program management. Eor example, VA’s FY 2009 
Performance and Accountability Report (PAR) has only one supporting measure for 
BDD and Quick Start. The PAR supporting measure is “out of all original claims 
filed within the first year of release from active duty, the percentage filed at a BDD 
site prior to a servicemember’s discharge.” The strategic goal is 65 percent. Results 
for each of the fiscal years is as follows: FY 2006 result of 46 percent with a target 
of 53 percent; FY 2007 result of 53 percent with a target of 48 percent; FY 2008 
result of 59 percent with a target of 50 percent; FY 2009 result is unknown with 
a target of 60 percent. While increasing participation seems evident, the measure 
references BDD and Quick Start together, despite their very specific differences. 
Since both programs are measured in a combined fashion, it is difficult to determine 
the utilization rates of the two programs. Also, there is no breakout by Service com- 
ponent making it difficult to determine the number of National Guard and Reserv- 
ists who are using these programs. 

While program participation is measured, VA does not adequately measure timeli- 
ness and accuracy rates separately from claims that go through the traditional proc- 
ess. The current bookkeeping rules stipulate that BDD claims be tracked from the 
date of discharge whereas traditional claims are tracked beginning from the date 
a veteran files a claim. So, while VA and DoD state a key advantage of the BDD 
program is that it takes less time for the veteran to receive benefits after discharge, 
the accuracy of such a statement remains unclear. While a case can be made that 
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the clock should not start ticking until the servicemember transitions from the serv- 
ice and attains veteran status with the necessary DD-214 form in hand, the actual 
work done by VA employees to complete the rating decision and place the disability 
compensation benefit in the new veterans account is not accurately measured. At 
least 60 days is spent by VA staff developing a claim before a servicemember’s dis- 
charge but this is not included in its measures of timeliness for processing BDD 
claims, even though claims development is included in VA’s timeliness measures for 
traditional disability claims. According to the aforementioned GAO Report, VA data 
shows that it is not processing claims (including BDD claims) as quickly as ex- 
pected. By the end of FY 2007, it was taking an average of 76 days to complete BDD 
claims, even though VA has an informal goal of completing work on BDD claims 
no later than 60 days after discharge. In contrast, VA was taking an average of 183 
days to complete all claims, compared to a goal of 125 days. 

While information detailing the timeliness of receipt of benefits after discharge is 
useful, excluding the time spent on development of claims makes it difficult to iden- 
tify and understand any challenges in this stage of the process. This, in turn, im- 
pacts VA’s ability to identify problems in a timely fashion and develop viable solu- 
tions to address them. The (jAO Report GAO-08-901 noted. 

Personnel in 12 of the 14 BDD intake bases we reviewed indicated significant 
challenges with various claims development activities. For example, personnel 
on several bases told us they had a hard time scheduling exams, because 
servicemembers were leaving the area so they could complete their service at 
home, among other reasons. Also, servicemembers at several bases may have 
to obtain more than one exam and therefore take more time to complete their 
BDD claim. Challenges such as these may delay the development of 
servicemembers’ claims, putting them at risk of having to drop out of the BDD 
program. Unless VA tracks performance related to claims development prior to 
discharge, it cannot easily identify problems and compare performance across 
BDD locations. 

The report also noted, “VA calculates a national accuracy rate, based on the per- 
centage of claims that were processed without any errors. However, VA’s accuracy 
reviews to date have focused on claims overall, and have not targeted specific types 
of claims, such as BDD. VA officials stated that the current sample approach and 
size are sufficient for estimating a national accuracy rate, but are not sufficient for 
obtaining precise results for specific types of claims. Consequently, VA is unaware 
of the extent to which BDD claims are more or less accurately processed relative 
to other claims and has incomplete information to help identify problems or chal- 
lenges that BDD locations may face related to accurately developing claims.” 

As mentioned earlier, the servicemember applying for VA benefits through BDD 
or Quick Start must provide either the original or a copy of their paper service 
treatment records. This burden will be overcome for them and every other service- 
member applpng under other programs once the Veterans Lifetime Electronic 
Record is established. 

Another important step would be the implementation of a single comprehensive 
medical examination as a prerequisite to completing the military separation process. 
If and when a single separation physical becomes the standard, VA should haye this 
responsibility because it has the expertise to conduct a comprehensiye examination 
as part of its compensation and pension process. 

The problem with separation physicals identified for actiye duty seryicemembers 
is compounded when mobilized Reserye and Guard forces enter the mix. A manda- 
tory separation physical is not required for demobilizing Reserye and Guard mem- 
bers. Unfortunately, there haye been some cases when they were not made aware 
of this option, which later negatiyely impacted their ability to obtain a favorable 
service connection. While separation physical examinations of demobilizing per- 
sonnel have greatly improved, there are still a number of servicemembers who “opt 
out” of the physicals, even when encouraged by medical personnel to have them. 
While the expense and manpower needed to facilitate these physical exams might 
be significant, the separation physical is critical to the future care of demobilizing 
servicemembers. Mandatory separation physical examinations would also enhance 
collaboration by the DoD and VA to identify, collect, and maintain the specific data 
needed by each to recognize, treat, and prevent illnesses and injuries resulting from 
military service. 

The DoD and VA have made positive strides in transitioning our nation’s military 
to civilian lives and jobs. The Department of Labor’s (DOL) Transition Assistance 
Program (TAP) and Disabled Transition Assistance Program (DTAP), which are 
handled by the Veterans Employment and Training Service (VETS) are typically the 
first point of contact with the VA and DOL for a separating servicemember. Thanks 
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to the insistence of the DoD, local commanders are allowing more of their soldiers, 
sailors, airmen, marines, and coastguardsmen to attend these courses well enough 
in advance to take advantage of the information they receive. 

The TAP and DTAP programs have continued to improve, hut challenges remain 
at some local military installations, overseas locations and with services and infor- 
mation for those with injuries. The prospect of a servicemember after having been 
on multiple deployments to return stateside and then be placed on medical or ad- 
ministrative hold has persuaded some from filing a claim for VA compensation or 
other ancillary benefits. Also, though individuals are receiving the information, the 
haphazard nature and quick processing time may allow some individuals to fall 
through the cracks. This is of particular concern in the DTAP program where those 
with severe disabilities may already be getting health care and rehabilitation from 
a VA spinal cord injury center despite still being on active duty. Because these indi- 
viduals are no longer located on or near a military installation, they are often for- 
gotten in the transition assistance process. DTAP has not had the same level of suc- 
cess as TAP, and it is critical that coordination be closer between the DoD, VA, and 
VETS to improve this disparity. 

Many veterans with significant disabilities are turning to state vocational reha- 
bilitation and workforce development systems because of these and other impedi- 
ments to accessing VA’s vocational rehabilitation and employment benefits. Almost 
all state vocational rehabilitation agencies have entered into memoranda of under- 
standing with VA to serve veterans. Disabled Veterans Outreach Program and Local 
Veterans’ Employment Representative Program personnel are often housed in state 
One-Stop Career Centers and these positions are often praised as a model that 
should be emulated by the broader workforce system. However, all of these voca- 
tional programs are under considerable resource distress and their ability to serve 
veterans who are unserved by the Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment Serv- 
ice is hindered by their own personnel and budgetary limitations. 

Although the achievements of the DoD and VA have been good with departing ac- 
tive duty servicemembers, there is a much greater concern with the large numbers 
of Reserve and National Guard servicemembers moving through the discharge sys- 
tem. Both the DoD and VA seem ill-prepared to handle the large numbers and pro- 
longed activation of reserve forces for the global war on terrorism. The greatest 
challenge with these servicemembers is their rapid transition from active duty to 
civilian life. If servicemembers are uninjured, they may clear the demobilization sta- 
tion in a few days, and little of this time is dedicated to informing them about vet- 
erans benefits and services. Additionally, DoD personnel at these sites are most fo- 
cused on processing soldiers through the site. Lack of space and facilities often re- 
stricts contact between demobilizing soldiers and VA representatives. 

The DoD and VA have made progress in the transition process. Unfortunately, 
limited funding and a focus on current military operations interfere with providing 
for servicemembers who have chosen to leave military service. If we are to ensure 
that the mistakes of the first Gulf War are not repeated during this extended global 
war on terrorism, it is imperative that a truly seamless transition be created. With 
this, it is imperative that proper funding levels be provided to VA and the other 
agencies providing services for the vast increase in new veterans from the National 
Guard and Reserves. Servicemembers exiting military service should be afforded 
easy access to health care and other benefits that they have earned. This can only 
be accomplished by ensuring that the DoD and VA improve their coordination and 
information sharing to provide a seamless transition. 

A review of the VA/DoD Joint Executive Council’s Strategic Plan for FY 2009 to 
2011 addresses the issue of seamless transition in Goal 3, Seamless Coordination 
of Benefits. Their goal is to “enhance collaboration efforts to streamline benefits ap- 
plication processes, eliminate duplicative requirements, and correct other business 
practices that complicate the transition from active duty to veterans status.” Their 
objective is “to improve participation in the BDD program nationwide and ensure 
servicemembers are afforded the single cooperative examinations where available.” 
To achieve this goal, the Benefits Executive Council’s Benefits Delivery at Discharge 
Working Group is to align BDD with concurrent efforts dedicated to streamlining 
delivery of VA benefits for eligible personnel; calculate and analyze BDD participa- 
tion rates at MOU sites; and instill ownership of BDD with operational com- 
manders. While strategic goals and objectives are important, they achieve the best 
results when there are measureable outcomes with clear due dates. A review of this 
objective finds neither. So, this successful program may lack the clarity of data from 
the DoD as well, which may delay even greater utilization of this important and ef- 
fective program. 

It is the recommendation of the DAV that: 
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1. DoD and VA ensure that servicemembers have a seamless transition from 
military to civilian life. 

2. DoD and VA continue to develop electronic medical records that are inter- 
operable and bidirectional, allowing for a two-way electronic exchange of 
health information and occupational and environmental exposure data. 
These electronic medical records should also include an easily transferable 
electronic DD-214. 

3. In accordance with the recommendation of the FY 2008 National Defense 
Authorization Act and the recommendation of the President’s Commission, 
the DoD and VA implement a single comprehensive medical examination as 
a prerequisite of promptly completing the military separation process. VA 
should be responsible for handling this duty. 

4. DoD and VA encourage active duty servicemembers to seek veterans service 
organization representation during outprocessing and discharge examina- 
tions. 

5. Congress and the Administration provide adequate funding to support TAP 
and DTAP which are managed by the DOL Veterans Employment and 
Training Service to ensure that active duty, as well as National Guard and 
Reserve, servicemembers do not fall through the cracks while transitioning. 

6. VA track and account for the time needed for claims development activities 
that occur prior to discharge in the agency’s timeliness calculation for BDD 
and pre-discharge claims; 

7. VA separately estimate the accuracy of BDD and predischarge claims; 

8. VA collect data for all claims filed by Service component and analyze the 
extent to which different components are filing claims and receiving timely 
benefits under BDD, Quick Start, predischarge and traditional claims proc- 
esses; 

9. VA include program reviews of BDD operations as part of oversight visits 
to regional offices with BDD operations and ensure such reviews are con- 
sistently conducted and reported; 

10. DoD establish an accurate measure of servicemembers’ participation in TAP 
including VA benefit briefings; and 

11. DoD establish a plan with specific time frames for meeting its goal of 85 
percent participation rate in TAP. 

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my testimony. I will be pleased to answer any ques- 
tions you or the Committee may have. 


Prepared Statement of Diana Rubens, Associate Deputy Under Secretary 

for Field Operations, Veterans Benefits Administration, U.S. Department 

of Veterans Affairs 

Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee, it is my pleasure to be here 
today to discuss our ongoing nationwide Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) and 
Quick Start pre-discharge programs. Joining me today is Bradley Mayes, Director 
of the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Compensation & Pension (C&P) Service. 

The BDD and Quick Start programs are two elements of the Veterans Benefits 
Administration’s (VBA) strategy to provide transitional assistance to separating or 
retiring servicemembers and engage servicemembers in the claims process prior to 
discharge. A pre-discharge claim is any claim received from a servicemember prior 
to release from active duty. VBA’s goal is to ensure that each and every servicemem- 
ber separating or retiring from active duty who wishes to file a claim with VA for 
service-connected disability benefits will receive assistance in doing so. 

Participation in the BDD program is open to servicemembers who are within 60 
to 180 days of being released from active duty and who are able to report for a VA 
examination prior to discharge. However, for those servicemembers with 59 days or 
less before separation, VA introduced the “Quick Start” pre-discharge claims process 
in July 2008. This provides servicemembers within 59 days of separation, or 
servicemembers within 60-180 days of separation who are unable to complete all 
required examinations prior to leaving the point of separation, to be assisted in fil- 
ing their disability claim. 

The BDD and Quick Start pre-discharge programs offer advantages to Veterans. 
Minimal development is required because service records are readily available and 
examinations are requested prior to discharge. Once service treatment records are 
obtained, the servicemember acknowledges that notification required by the Vet- 
erans Claims Assistance Act of 2000 has been provided and is offered the oppor- 
tunity to acknowledge that no additional medical evidence needs to be submitted. 
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After the VA examination is conducted, the claim can be rated in a timely manner. 
This process has generated a very high participation rate among servicemembers be- 
cause disability benefits are received shortly after separation from service. During 
fiscal year (FY) 2009, BDD and Quick Start claims represented just over 20 percent 
of all original compensation claims received nationwide. However, during this same 
period, approximately 65 percent of separating servicemembers who filed their 
claims within one year of their discharge did so through the BDD and Quick Start 
programs. 

The average processing time, or average days to complete (ADC), for BDD and 
Quick Start claims continues to show gradual improvement. At the end of FY 2009, 
ADC for BDD claims was 70.8 days. At the end of FY 2009, ADC for Quick Start 
claims was 105.9. ADC for both programs remains significantly lower than the na- 
tionwide ADC (160.7 days at the end of FY 2009) for all disability rating claims re- 
ceived. 

Background 

VBA established the BDD program at three VA regional offices and three Army 
installations in 1995, and nationwide expansion began in 1998. Expansion promoted 
the development of claims and the conduct of physical examinations sufficient for 
VA rating purposes prior to separation with a disability rating to be completed as 
closely proximate as possible to separation from active duty. 

As the program gained momentum, the Department of Defense (DoD) and VA 
signed a national memorandum of agreement in 2004 to establish the specific re- 
sponsibilities of each department. At the same time, a team of VBA leaders from 
central office, area offices, and regional offices (ROs) developed a proposal in Novem- 
ber 2004 for consolidation of BDD claims processing. This provided an opportunity 
to improve consistency in the way BDD claims are received and processed. It also 
allowed VBA to reach a greater number of servicemembers as well as improve the 
quality and accuracy of rating decisions. The Winston-Salem and Salt Lake City 
ROs were selected as consolidated processing locations. BDD claims from the East- 
ern and Southern Areas were consolidated to Winston-Salem, while the BDD claims 
from the Central and Western Areas were transferred to Salt Lake City. This con- 
solidation was completed in April 2007. 

BDD claims processing was further streamlined by incorporating imaging tech- 
nology to enable paperless processing of these claims. Paperless BDD claims proc- 
essing began as a pilot at the Winston-Salem Rating Activity Site (RAS) in March 
2006 and was expanded to the Salt Lake City RAS in March 2007. The goal was 
to paperlessly process BDD claims through their entire life cycle, from initial sub- 
mission through adjudication and if applicable, appeal resolution. The advantages 
to processing BDD claims in a paperless environment included the reduction of time 
and costs associated with shipment of claims folders. In August 2008, all BDD 
claims were sent to our scanning vendor for paperless claims processing at the two 
RAS, and the expansion of BDD paperless claims processing was complete. 

Consolidation of pre-discharge claims continued with the consolidation of Quick 
Start claims to the San Diego RO and Winston-Salem RO in 2009. The San Diego 
RO handles claims filed within VA’s central and western areas and also those filed 
from military installations in Korea. The Winston-Salem RO handles claims filed 
within VA’s eastern and southern areas and also those filed from military installa- 
tions in Germany. 

Current Technology Environment 

Currently, all BDD claims are sent to VBA’s scanning vendor, Hands On Ventures 
Services. All information located within a BDD claims folder is scanned and 
uploaded into Virtual VA. Virtual VA is the current image repository and provides 
image capture, storage, and retrieval. The existing Virtual VA architecture and con- 
figuration are not a scalable solution for all C&P processing or VBA. The Veterans 
Benefits Management System (VBMS) initiative is a large-scale effort to develop an 
IT solution that is built on a scalable, agile architecture. Coupled with VBA’s busi- 
ness transformation strategy, the VBMS initiative will enable our organization to 
reach its goal of a benefits delivery model that provides world-class service to our 
nation’s Veterans. 

Staffing 

VBA currently has 143 employees dedicated to processing BDD claims at the Win- 
ston-Salem and Salt Lake City RAS, and 129 employees at Winston-Salem and San 
Diego dedicated to processing Quick Start claims. Additional management and ad- 
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ministrative staff are assigned to support BDD and Quick Start claims processing. 
These employees are dedicated and provide excellent service to participants in both 
programs. 

Outreach Efforts 

To ensure that servicemembers are aware of both the BDD and Quick Start pro- 
grams, VA developed several outreach initiatives. Brochures describing the BDD 
and Quick Start processes are distributed to servicemembers approaching separa- 
tion. They are provided to all military installations involved with the programs and 
are handed out to servicemembers during pre-discharge workshops describing VA 
benefits. In addition, a Web page on VA’s Internet site describes the pre-discharge 
programs and explains all requirements. To simplify the actual claims process, BDD 
and Quick Start claimants can now apply online. These outreach initiatives increase 
servicemembers’ access to VA benefits and improve claims processing timeliness. 

In addition to the BDD and Quick Start programs, VA continues to collaborate 
with DoD in the seamless transition initiative, promoting a smooth and efficient 
transition for individuals separating from the military. This includes National 
Guard and Reserve members who are demobilizing from overseas deployment and 
returning to their home units. VBA and the Veterans Health Administration con- 
duct joint briefing sessions at military bases designed to provide information on the 
entire range of VA benefits and health care services. 

One formal pre-discharge outreach program conducted by VA and the Depart- 
ments of Defense and Labor is the Transition Assistance Program (TAP). During 
TAP briefings, VBA personnel explain the disability compensation process and pro- 
vide assistance to servicemembers interested in filing a claim. The Disabled Transi- 
tion Assistance Program (DTAP) is specifically designed to assist servicemembers 
facing separation because of disability incurred during service. In addition to TAP 
and DTAP briefings, VA conducts informational sessions for demobilized National 
Guard and Reserve members at the unit’s community location. 

Another major seamless transition project resulting from DoD and VA collabora- 
tion is the Disability Evaluation System (DES) for the 27,000 servicemembers who 
enter the medical evaluation board process on an annual basis. The goals are to im- 
prove consistency of outcomes, establish an increased sense of equity by DES par- 
ticipants, increase transparency, reduce the time servicemembers are in the process, 
and ease their transition to civilian life. This joint effort reduced the time from sep- 
aration to receipt of initial VA disability payment to an average of 25 days. By end 
of March 2010, the pilot will be at 27 installations, accounting for 46 percent of all 
DES participants. Plans are underway for full deployment of the pilot process, pend- 
ing authorization of the VA/DoD Senior Oversight Committee. 

Conclusion 

VBA is committed to providing efficient and timely service to our nation’s Vet- 
erans. We will continue to evaluate the BDD and Quick Start programs to identify 
improvements that can be accomplished with the current technology platform and 
to capture requirements for new technology capabilities to further enhance benefits 
delivery under these important programs and improve Veterans’ experience. This 
concludes my testimony. I would be pleased to address any questions you may have. 


Statement of Ameriean Federation of Government Employees, 
AFL-CIO and AFGE National Veterans Affairs Couneil 

Thank you for the opportunity to present the views of members of the American 
Federation of Government Employees (AFGE) and the AFGE National Veterans Af- 
fairs Council (AFGE NVAC) who process claims under the Benefits Delivery at Dis- 
charge (BDD) and Quick Start Programs. 

Recommendation: Eliminate Redundancy 

One of the most significant problems plaguing the BDD and Quick Start Program 
is the redundancy created by two separate programs that essentially perform the 
same task. The only real difference between the two programs is application dead- 
lines, i.e. between 60 and 180 days prior to separation for BDD, and 60 days or less 
for Quick Start. 

The operation of two similar program results in the unnecessary duplication of re- 
sources, including supervisory and support personnel. This arrangement also creates 
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inequities: Since the Quick Start team works exclusively on claims filed within 60 
days prior to separation; they are necessarily completing more recent claims than 
those being processed in BDD. 

It would be more efficient and equitable to place both programs under the BDD 
umbrella and eliminate the arbitrary restriction that BDD claims cannot be filed 
within 60 days prior to separation. In addition, all claims processed from active mili- 
tary service under the pre-discharge processes should be processed via a Paperless 
Claims Processing System. As the VA is transitioning into the paperless environ- 
ment, to continue processing claims outside of the paperless system, as Quick Start 
does, will only result in further delays in the transition. 

Recommendation: Improve Training 

Our VBA members express great frustration at the lack of adequate training gen- 
erally, and specifically for these programs. Current training requirements for VBA 
employees processing BDD and Quick Start claims is minimal, consisting exclusively 
of emails that list references to review. Employees are denied the opportunity for 
interaction or discussion about many of the complicated tasks required to process 
these pre-discharge claims. 

Recommendation: Stop consolidation of paperless pre-discharge claims 

With regard to claims handled through Supplemental Paperless Claims Proc- 
essing, AFGE and AFGE NVAC recommend that all claims be maintained in the 
VARO of jurisdiction. Consolidation of paperless pre-discharge claims to centralized 
locations is a disservice to veterans, especially since the paperless claims processing 
system is now available for use by all offices. Consolidation results in unnecessary 
delays in processing when the need for additional development or examinations 
arises, and the claim is no longer located in the state where the veteran resides. 

The current practice of isolating paperless claims (following the initial rating ac- 
tion) at the VARO Winston Salem and VARO Salt Lake also results in unnecessary 
delays in filing supplemental claims. Veterans who participate in the Quick Start 
program have their claims forwarded to the VARO of jurisdiction. Veterans should 
not be treated differently due to the time in which they filed their claim during sep- 
aration. 

Recommendation: Increase the quality and consistency of C&P Exams 

The poor quality of many C&P exams, and thus, the need for re-examination, re- 
sults in further processing delays. These exam deficiencies particularly impact pre- 
discharge claims. 

Recommendation: Improve tracking of pre-discharge claims 

Currently, BDD and Quick Start claims are only tracked after discharge, when 
most of the development is already complete. AFGE and AFGE NVAC concur with 
GAO’s recommendation to track BDD and Quick Start claims during the develop- 
ment process. Tracking during claims development would enable VBA to identify 
areas of deficiencies. 

For example, a common problem with pre-discharge cases is the difficulty of ob- 
taining service treatment records (STRs). The current practice of requesting a copy 
of the veteran’s STR at his or her DTAP briefing works well for those who are part 
of the regular armed forces. However, some of these veterans have prior periods of 
service; before the case can be rated, VBA must obtain the STRs for all periods of 
service. This results in additional delay because VBA must then request STRs from 
the National Personnel Records Center or Records Management Center. 

Tracking during the development process would enable VBA to spot deficiencies, 
such as how many veterans have prior periods of service and the timeliness delays 
that are caused by not requesting all STRs up front. 

Another problem concerning STRs involves veterans from the National Guard or 
Reserve. They are not required to submit STRs with their application and the obli- 
gation falls on VBA to obtain the STRs from the state adjutant general or from the 
reserve unit. This often causes delays in the claims process because the employee 
frequently has to send multiple requests to get these records. Often times records 
for these veterans are never received. 
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Therefore, VBA should be tracking how many cases are submitted by National 
Guard and Reservists and the amount of time required to obtain their STRs, as well 
as how often the STR is unavailable. Tracking would also enable VBA to identify 
improper denials resulting from missing STRs. 

Thank you. 
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MATERIAL SUBMITTED FOR THE RECORD 


Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs 

Washington, DC. 

March 25, 2010 

Daniel Bertoni 

Director, Education, Workforce, and Income Security Issues 

U.S. Government Accountability Office 

441 G Street, NW 

Washington, DC 20548 

Dear Mr. Bertoni: 

Thank you for testifying at the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs’ Sub- 
committee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs’ oversight hearing on the 
“Examination of the Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs,” 
held on February 24, 2010. I would greatly appreciate if you would provide answers 
to the enclosed follow-up hearing questions by Monday, April 26, 2010. 

In an effort to reduce printing costs, the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, in co- 
operation with the Joint Committee on Printing, is implementing some formatting 
changes for material for all full Committee and subcommittee hearings. Therefore, 
it would be appreciated if you could provide your answers consecutively on letter 
size paper, single-spaced. In addition, please restate the question in its entirety be- 
fore the answer. 

Due to the delay in receiving mail, please provide your responses to Ms. Megan 
Williams by fax at (202) 225-2034. If you have any questions, please call (202) 225- 
3608. 

Sincerely, 


John J. Hall 
Chairman 


U.S. Government Accountability 
Washington, DC. 
April 16, 2010 

The Honorable John J. Hall 
Chairman 

Subcommittee on Disability and Memorial Affairs 
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
House of Representatives 

Subject: Responses to Questions for the Record — Hearing Entitled Examination of 
the Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs 
Dear Mr. Chairman: 

This letter responds to your March 25, 2010 request that we address questions 
for the record related to the Subcommittee’s February 24, 2010 hearing examining 
the Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs. Our responses to the 
questions, which are in the enclosure, are based on our previous work and knowl- 
edge of the subjects raised by the questions. 

If you have any questions about the letter or need additional information, please 
contact me at (202) 512-7215 or bertonid@gao.gov. 

Sincerely yours, 

Daniel Bertoni 

Director, Education, Workforce, and Income Security Issues 

Enclosure 
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Response to Questions from the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
Subeommittee on Disability Assistanee and Memorial Affairs 
Oversight Hearing the “Examination of Benefits Delivery at Diseharge and 

Quiek Start Programs” 

February 24, 2010 

1. In your testimony, you recommended that DoD expand mandatory 
Transition Assistance Program (TAP) briefings beyond the Marine 
Corps to all military service branches. 

In our 2008 report, we recommended that to ensure that potentially eligible par- 
ticipants are aware of the BDD program, DoD should establish a plan with specific 
time frames for meeting its goal of 85 percent participation in TAP. Increased par- 
ticipation in the VA benefits session in TAP may allow more members to self-iden- 
tify their eligibility for these programs. Although DoD reported to us in September 
2009 that it is preparing to develop a plan and specific time frames in the coming 
months, the longer the agencies lack a plan or a way to accurately measure progress 
toward meeting the TAP participation goal, the less information they will have on 
the extent to which VA benefits briefings are reaching all transitioning 
servicemembers may benefit from VA’s pre-discharge programs. 

In your opinion, what are the pros and cons of this proposed expansion 
of TAP? 

In our 2008 report we note that according to DoD and VA personnel, 
servicemembers most commonly learn about the program through VA benefits brief- 
ings conducted as part of TAP sessions. We found that without such briefings, some 
members may not recognize they are entitled to receive VA benefits, and may file 
claims through BDD or Quick Start programs. However, because briefings are not 
mandatory for all service branches, whether commanders and supervisors encourage 
servicemembers to attend briefings varies by base. Moreover, some DoD officials told 
us that servicemembers may not recognize the importance of the VA benefits brief- 
ings if participation is not required, because members have a host of discharge re- 
quirements and limited time to complete them. 

While VA and DoD have explored the expansion of TAP, they have not made par- 
ticipation in TAP sessions mandatory for servicemembers. We reported in a 2005 
report^ that command supervisors may feel that mission needs are too pressing to 
allow some servicemembers to participate in TAP. In addition, DoD officials have 
indicated that because TAP sessions involve components from three federal agen- 
cies — DoD, VA, and DOL — the coordination of a mandated program could be chal- 
lenging. 

Could VA’s disability claims process be improved by establishing the 
BDD or Quiek Start programs as automatic components of the discharge 
process for all servieemembers, whether they are elaiming a service con- 
nected disability or not? 

Filing a VA disability claim through the BDD program can be faster than filing 
a claim as a veteran under the traditional claim process, because medical records 
are more readily accessible and key forms needed to process the claim can be signed 
immediately. Moreover, establishing that the claim is related to the member’s mili- 
tary service may be easier, since the member is still on active duty status. On the 
other hand, expanding the number of claims processed through the BDD and Quick 
Start programs to include all servicemembers who are discharged regardless of 
whether they have a service connected disability will likely result in processing in- 
eligible claims, which in turn may negate some of the programs’ efficiencies. Any 
decrease in the overall speed of claims processing may result in less timely receipt 
of VA disability compensation for all servicemembers participating in the programs. 
This is especially true since, over the last several years, VA has experienced an in- 
crease in disability compensation claims, which in turn has contributed to a growing 
number of pending claims. 

2. A Veteran Service Organization (VSO) representative testified that 
the BDD and Quick Start programs could be improved by allowing 
servicemembers to start the pre-discharge process earlier, perhaps 


1 GAO, Veterans’ Disability Benefits: Better Accountability and Access Would Improve the Bene- 
fits Delivery at Discharge Program, GAO-08-901 (Washin^on, D.C.: Sept. 9, 2008). 

2 GAO, Military and Veterans’ Benefits: Enhanced Services Could Improve Transition Assist- 
ance for Reserves and National Guard, GAO— 05— 544 (Washington, D.C.: May 20, 2005). 
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as early as six months before diseharge. What impaet would sueh a 
move have on further improving the BDD and Quiek Start pro- 
grams? Do you think that an earlier start date for the pre-discharge 
process might permit disabled veterans to begin receiving benefit 
compensation within a month after discharge rather than 180 days 
after discharge, on average, as is the case now? 

Under the BDD program’s current structure, servicemembers may initiate a claim 
as early as 180 days (6 months) prior to discharge or as late as 60 days (2 months) 
prior to discharge. According to VA, these times frames allow for sufficient time 
prior to discharge for local VA personnel at BDD intake sites located on or near the 
base to assist members with their disability applications, including scheduling their 
exam(s). While a claim may be developed prior to discharge, VA cannot authorize 
the award until the member is discharged. To the extent that 180 days provides suf- 
ficient time to process BDD claims and VA is legislatively restricted regarding when 
it can authorize and award payments until discharge, it is unclear how allowing a 
member to file a claim earlier than the 180 days currently allowed would improve 
the BDD program or expedite receipt of benefits. 

Quick Start claims are available for servicemembers — such as National Guard 
and Reservists — who are not able to meet BDD program requirements, such as re- 
maining on base long enough to complete exams within the 60-180 day time win- 
dow. Unlike BDD claims. Quick Start claims generally require additional develop- 
ment after discharge, which can delay award decisions and receipt of payment. Our 
prior work did not explore the feasibility or efficacy of initiating the process earlier 
for servicemembers — such as National Guard and Reservists — who, because they are 
deactivated quickly after returning to their home base, generally have difficulty 
meeting BDD program requirements. 

3. In your testimony, you note that most VA and DoD Memos of Under- 
standing (MOU) require a VA physieian to administer the joint phys- 
ical exam required by the BDD and Quick Start programs. As a re- 
sult, you observe that many servicemembers stationed on bases with 
no access to VA physicians cannot secure the joint exam needed for 
the BDD program. How should this problem be fixed, and what can 
Congress do to assist the resolution of this issue? 

Most VA and DoD BDD MOUs require a VA physician to administer the joint 
physical exam offered under the BDD program. However, a physical exam prior to 
discharge is not a requirement for participation in the Quick Start program. In our 
2008 report, we recommended that to ensure that servicemembers have full access 
to a cooperative exam process that is convenient, efficient, and consistent for 
servicemembers, the Chairs of the Joint Executive Council should direct the Bene- 
fits Executive Council to identify and disseminate information on promising prac- 
tices that address challenges local officials commonly face. VA and DoD have taken 
some steps to implement this recommendation, including collaborating to identify 
best practices for dealing with the cooperative exam process as it relates to the chal- 
lenges local personnel commonly face. 

In addition, DoD and VA are piloting a joint disability evaluation process involv- 
ing a single physical exam for servicemembers who may need to be discharged due 
to a disabling condition. The pilot is currently taking place at 27 military facilities, 
many of which are also BDD facilities, and DoD and VA are considering whether 
to expand the pilot DoD-wide. The pilot may present an additional opportunity to 
improve collaboration and communication between DoD and VA. However, it could 
also present challenges, for example, by increasing local VA offices’ exam caseloads. 
GAO has a review underway of the disability evaluation system pilot. 

4. Your testimony noted that VA consolidated the claims processing op- 
erations for the BDD program into two VA Regional Offices (ROs), 
in Winston-Salem, NC and Salt Lake City, UT. Quick Start claims are 
also processed in two locations, the Winston-Salem RO and the San 
Diego RO. One VSO representative recommended that the processing 
of these claims could be expedited by permitting all ROs to process 
BDD and Quick Start claims. Do you agree with this recommenda- 
tion, or do you recommend another approach? 

In our 2008 report, we noted that in 2006 VA completed its effort to consolidate 
rating activities for BDD claims in two regional offices — Salt Lake City, Utah, and 
Winston-Salem, North Carolina — in order to improve the consistency and timeliness 
of BDD ratings. We noted that VA had not evaluated whether consistency or timeli- 
ness had improved compared to prior practices, although VA officials told us they 
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monitored claims workloads between the rating offices and in one case sent claims 
from one office to the other so claims could be processed more quickly. Since our 
report, in August 2009, VA consolidated the processing of Quick Start claims to two 
locations, Winston-Salem, North Carolina and San Diego, California. Consistent 
with our prior recommendation related to another initiative®, before VA considers 
making changes to its Quick Start processes, such as adding additional rating sites, 
it would be prudent for VA to evaluate the impact of consolidation on timeliness as 
well as on consistency of Quick Start claims processing. 

5. In 2009, a reported 65 percent of separating servicemembers who 
filed a claim within one year of their discharge did so through one 
of these programs. Is this an acceptable level of participation? If not, 
what should be the proper target? 

For several years, VA has had a strategic target that 66 percent of separating 
servicemembers who filed a claim within one year of discharge would file through 
the BDD program. According to VA, while the agency has yet to reach that goal, 
it is striving to do so by 2011. VA recently modified the measurement of BDD par- 
ticipation by including only those members who discharge from BDD locations (in 
the past, it had included members discharging from any location, including those 
that did not accept BDD claims). This change reduces the number of 
servicemembers counted in the denominator without changing the numerator, and 
therefore makes VA’s target of 65 percent easier to reach. 

Beyond this change, VA may also have begun to include claims filed under the 
Quick Start program in the BDD participation rate numerator. In its 2009 Perform- 
ance and Accountability Report, VA reported that the BDD participation rate now 
includes those whose “date of claim” is before discharge, which presumably would 
include servicemembers who use the Quick Start program. Because Quick Start 
claims can be filed from any location, this adjustment could result in some 
servicemembers being counted in the numerator (for filing Quick Start Claims) and 
not in the denominator (for filing from non-BDD locations). Further, if the BDD par- 
ticipation rate does include Quick Start claims, then it may make sense to have a 
target that is higher than 65 percent participation, since the current target was set 
before Quick Start existed. 

In our prior work, we were unable to obtain data from DoD on the number of 
servicemembers discharged from BDD versus non-BDD locations and therefore did 
not assess the appropriateness of the adjusted 66 percent target. Regardless of the 
target rate, we continue to believe that — because servicemembers generally learn 
about BDD through TAP — it is important that VA and DoD make progress toward 
developing a plan and an accurate measure for achieving their TAP participation 
goal. 


Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs 

Washington, DC. 

March 25, 2010 

The Honorable Noel Koch 

Deputy Under Secretary of Defense 

office of Wounded Warrior Care and Transition Policy 

U.S. Department of Defense 

1400 Defense Pentagon 

Washington, DC 20301 

Dear Mr. Koch: 

Thank you for testifying at the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs’ Sub- 
committee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs’ oversight hearing on the 
“Examination of the Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs,” 
held on February 24, 2010. I would greatly appreciate if you would provide answers 
to the enclosed follow-up hearing questions by Monday, April 26, 2010. 

In an effort to reduce printing costs, the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, in co- 
operation with the Joint Committee on Printing, is implementing some formatting 
changes for material for all full Committee and subcommittee hearings. Therefore, 
it would be appreciated if you could provide your answers consecutively on letter 


® In our 2008 report, we recommended that VA conduct an evaluation of the paperless claims 
processing initiative to determine which adjustments, if any, are needed to improve implementa- 
tion of the program. 
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size paper, single-spaced. In addition, please restate the question in its entirety be- 
fore the answer. 

Due to the delay in receiving mail, please provide your responses to Ms. Megan 
Williams by fax at (202) 225-2034. If you have any questions, please call (202) 225- 
3608. 

Sincerely, 


John J. Hall 
Chairman 


Questions From the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs 
Oversight Hearing the “Examination of the Benefits Delivery at Discharge 
and Quick Start Programs” 

February 24, 2010 

Question 1: Your testimony pointed out that servicemembers learn of the BDD 
and Quick Start programs during Transition Assistance Program (TAP) briefings. 
However, a 2008 report issued by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) 
entitled Veterans’ Disability Benefits: Better Accountability and Access Would Im- 
prove the Benefits Delivery at Discharge Program, revealed that only the Marines 
have made these briefings mandatory. The Subcommittee has learned that while 
Department of Defense (DoD) policy requires commanders to allow servicemembers 
to attend TAP sessions upon the member’s request, in some cases servicemembers 
have not been released from their duties to attend the briefings. Why aren’t TAP 
briefings mandatory for all branches, and what additional resources, if any, does 
DoD need to make TAP briefings mandatory for all of the service branches? 

Answer: The Department would have to defer to the Departments of Labor and 
Veterans Affairs regarding modifying mandatory servicemember participation in 
TAP. DoD does not have the authority to make those sessions mandatory. 

The Joint Executive Committee (JEC) requested the TAP Steering Committee, an 
inter-agency body (representatives from Departments of Defense, Labor, Veterans 
Affairs, Homeland Security, the Military Departments, and the Office of Personnel 
Management) responsible for monitoring all aspects of TAP, to develop a plan for 
mandatory TAP briefings. This plan will be presented at the June JEC meeting. 

Question 2: At what point does the pre-discharge process begin once a service- 
member approaches the date of their discharge? Are servicemembers transferred out 
of theatre to have their physicals, get TAP briefings, and complete other decommis- 
sioning procedures? 

Answer: Servicemembers can file a BDD claim no more than 180-days but not 
less than 60 days prior to separation, retirement, or in the case of a National 
Guardsman/Reservist, release from active duty. It is VA policy that the Servicemem- 
ber filing under BDD must: (1) have a known separation date; (2) complete a single 
joint examination; (3) turn in a complete copy of their medical record at the time 
they submit their BDD claim. 

Quick Start program claims can be filed no more than 59-days before but not less 
than 1 day prior to separation, retirement, or in the case of a National Guardsman/ 
Reservist, release from active duty. The same requirements for BDD are applicable 
to Quick Start claims. 

In regard to location, no, DoD does not transfer servicemembers out of theater to 
complete physical exams, get TAP briefings, or complete other decommissioning re- 
quirements. 

These pre-discharge program requirements were established by the Department 
of Veterans Affairs. 

Question 3: A veteran service organization (VSO) representative testified that 
the BDD and Quick Start programs could be improved by allowing servicemembers 
to start the pre-discharge process earlier, perhaps as early as 6 months before dis- 
charge. What are the pros and cons of starting the pre-discharge process earlier in 
DoD’s opinion? 

Answer: The following pros and cons reflect the opinions, not DoD policy. 

Pros of starting the pre-discharge process earlier: 
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1. Servicemembers would have more time to assimilate the enormous volume 
of information on the benefits, services, and resources they may be entitled 
to receive. 

2. A higher percentage of servicemembers re-enlist the earlier they start the 
transition process compared to those starting the transition process much 
later (findings from an Informal Navy survey conducted in the 1990s). 

3. Allows servicemembers to submit applications for VA compensation claims in 
a timely manner before separating or retiring. 

4. Servicemembers would have more time to compare and weigh their options 
for sta 3 dng in the military vs. actually separating or retiring. 

5. Stressors normally associated with the entire transition process and experi- 
ence may be reduced if servicemembers start the process earlier. 

6. More spouses may become actively involved in the transition process if the 
servicemember began the pre-discharge process earlier. 

7. Professional staffs should be able to manage clients better, devote more time 
to those who need the most attention, and provide more individualized as- 
sistance in counseling and coaching servicemembers. 

Cons of starting the pre-discharge process earlier: 

1. Will require the Services to increase resources. Servicemembers who begin 
the process earlier tend to go back multiple times for individualized coun- 
seling/coaching, compared to the number of repeat visitors to transition of- 
fices when servicemembers have little time remaining on Active Duty. (This 
may be problematic for operations) 

2. Demobilizing National Guard and Reservists would begin the process in the- 
atre. This would require additional facilities, equipment, personnel, etc. to be 
permanently placed in theatre to assist in the early transition process. 

3. Conducting pre-discharge counseling in theater may not be conducive for 
Servicemembers receiving and assimilating the information and assistance. 

4. For National Guard and Reservists, providing the transition process earlier 
at home station would mean increasing the number of non-training days a 
member would be called on Active Duty to receive the necessary counseling 
and coaching. This could also be a problem for employers. 

5. For deployed National Guard/Reservists, they would not be able to complete 
the joint DoDWA physical examination while in theater to take advantage 
of an earlier submission date. For that reason, DoD would have to defer to 
the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) regarding changes in policy that 
would allow earlier acceptance of pre-discharge claims and earlier adminis- 
tration of the joint DoDWA physical examination under VA’s program. 

Question 4: In your opinion, are there other ways for improving the pre-dis- 
charge process to facilitate increased usage of the BDD and Quick Start program 
for transitioning disabled servicemembers? 

Answer: Yes, there are other ways to improve the pre-discharge process. The De- 
partment is undertaking several initiatives to improve usage of BDD and Quick 
Start, for example Recovery Care Coordinators will be trained to inform 
transitioning disabled Servicemembers who they need to contact for assistance in 
applying for BDD/Quick Start. Also, we are modifying the pre-separation counseling 
checklist for Active Duty and the transitioning checklist for the Reserve Compo- 
nents so BDD/Quick Start items will be addressed by transitioning counselors. Last- 
ly, we have added the pre-discharge link to the official DoD TurboTAP Web site and 
are doing strategic messaging on our social networking sites (i.e., Facebook and 
Twitter) to encourage early participation where services are available. 

Question 5: GAO noted in its testimony, that most VA and DoD Memos of Un- 
derstanding (MOU) require a VA physician to administer the joint physical exam 
required by the BDD and Quick Start programs. GAO thus observed that many 
servicemembers stationed on bases with no access to VA physicians cannot secure 
the joint exam needed for the BDD program. How should this problem be fixed, and 
what can Congress do to assist the resolution of this issue? 

Answer: If the military installation is not located near a Department of Veterans 
Affairs (VA) hospital, VA can contract out the joint DoD/VA examination to meet 
the required examination protocol. At those military locations where the necessary 
resources are available (sufficient medical personnel/type of specialty equipment), 
DoD providers can also be trained to conduct the joint DoD/VA examination. The 
Department is closely monitoring these situations, and making the adjustments 
when needed. 
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The Department appreciates Congressional support, and we will continue to work 
with Congress to provide legislative requests through the formal legislative request 
channels. 

Question 6: How many military bases are there, and what percentage of these 
bases enables servicemembers to access joint DoDA^A exams? 

Answer: The joint DoDA^A exam is provided at 131 military installations, which 
is 16 percent of the 820 U.S. military installations. 

Question 7: The Quick Start program was created to ensure that our soldiers 
serving in active duty from Guard and Reserve units can also take advantage of the 
benefits of the pre-discharge program. Are we offering Quick Start examinations at 
Guard bases, such as the NY National Guard’s Camp Smith? If so, how many Guard 
bases have the resources to perform these Quick Start exams? What resources do 
you need to ensure that Quick Start exams can be offered at all bases that Guard 
Members and Reservists return after their active duty service? 

Answer: Yes, the Department offers examinations at 53 military installations 
where demobilization/deactivation of National Guard and Reserves takes place and 
there is a VA presence. NY National Guard Camp Smith is not currently one of 
those installations. 

The Department defers to VA on additional resources required for expanding the 
Quick Start program as VA is the administrator of the program. 

Question 8: How much time is needed, on average, to administer a joint DoD/ 
VA exam? 

Answer: The Department of Veterans Affairs reports from October 1, 2009 
through March 31, 2010, took an average of 33.2 days to administer the joint DoD/ 
VA exam. 


Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs 

Washington, DC. 

March 25, 2010 

Thomas Tarantino 
Legislative Associate 

Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America 
292 Madison Avenue, 10th Floor 
New York, NY 10017 
Dear Mr. Tarantino: 

Thank you for testifying at the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs’ Sub- 
committee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs’ oversight hearing on the 
“Examination of the Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs,” 
held on February 24, 2010. I would greatly appreciate if you would provide answers 
to the enclosed follow-up hearing questions by Monday, April 26, 2010. 

In an effort to reduce printing costs, the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, in co- 
operation with the Joint Committee on Printing, is implementing some formatting 
changes for material for all full Committee and subcommittee hearings. Therefore, 
it would be appreciated if you could provide your answers consecutively on letter 
size paper, single-spaced. In addition, please restate the question in its entirety be- 
fore the answer. 

Due to the delay in receiving mail, please provide your responses to Ms. Megan 
Williams by fax at (202) 225-2034. If you have any questions, please call (202) 225- 
3608. 


Sincerely, 


John J. Hall 
Chairman 
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TO: House Veterans Affairs Committee (DAMA) 

RE: Follow-Up Questions from lAVA’s Testimony on February 24, 

2010 

PREPARED BY: Tom Tarantino, Legislative Associate 

1. How would it help VA if the Transition Assistance Program (TAP) 
briefings and BDD or Quick Start exams were mandatory for all de- 
commissioning servicemembers? Do you believe VA has the re- 
sources needed for this expansion? 

Over the past year, VA has engaged in an ever-increasing effort to reach out to 
veterans in hopes of enrolling them into the VA Heath Care system. Mandatory 
TAP briefings would provide a captive audience to reach out to new veterans and 
explain how the VA can be used as a resource. Most servicemembers do not have 
a clear idea as to what the VA does, or what services it provides. Mandatory brief- 
ings at or near the point of discharge should be a key component to achieving a 
seamless transition from DoD to VA Care. These briefings should be uniform across 
all services and within a time frame that use of BDD and Quick Start programs 
are feasible. 

The VA has regional offices all over the Nation that cover every military base 
where out-processing is conducted, yet, there is no established procedure for having 
VA representatives liaising with DoD out-processing services. The VA should have 
a team in every VISN whose sole function is to he a new veterans first contact with 
the VA while processing out of the military. They should be experts in VA services 
and have the ability to either enroll them into VA health care, or direct them to 
a service officer for assistance with VBA claims. A new veteran shouldn’t have to 
search to find the benefits that they have earned. 

2. What can Congress do to assist VA and DoD in expanding TAP brief- 
ings and BDD or Quick Start exams to all diseharging 
servieemembers? 

Congress needs to enact legislation that requires TAP briefings for all exiting 
servicemembers. While each service will have service specific components to the 
briefing, the timeline and the VA benefits portion should be uniform and explicit 
in statute. These briefings should be conducted by a VA expert and mandated in 
such a time frame where utilization of BDD and Quick Start programs are both con- 
venient and realistic. 

3. The Memo of Understanding (MOU) between VA and DoD largely 
permits only VA physicians to conduct single exams. Is this a prob- 
lem and if so, should more training be provided to DoD physicians 
so that they can conduct these exams more often? 

While it would be ideal for expedience and convenience to have both DoD and VA 
physicians conduct the exit physical evaluations, it isn’t realistic. VA physicians are 
the only ones consistently qualified to conduct Compensation and Pension examina- 
tions and apply the VA schedule of rating. As the ultimate disability rating is under 
VA regulations, the examination should remain a VA function. 

4. You testified that even when comprehensive physical exams are ad- 
ministered, there is not enough time or resources to complete them 
effectively. What might Congress do to resolve this issue? 

As mentioned in my answer to question 2, TAP briefings must be mandatory with 
uniform benefits briefings. These briefings should be conducted within a time frame 
where utilization of BDD is realistic and covenant. In these briefings 
servicemembers should be able to begin the BDD or quick start process. This way, 
all parties have sufficient time to conduct the exams and evaluate the results. 

5. GAO reported that VA has established only one measure for gauging 
the effectiveness of the BDD and Quick Start programs. However, it 
seams that VA has several means for measuring general disability 
claims. Do you agree additional quality measurements could assist 
VA in fully implementing BDD? 

Yes. However, the VA does not have a particularly good method for measuring 
quality in any of its disability claims. With a 17 percent error rate in the regular 
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claims process, it’s clear that this is an area that the VA must improve on as a 
whole. The STAR program is largely a quality assurance method, which is proce- 
dural in nature and does very little to ensure that the decisions themselves were 
correct. The VA needs to reassess its entire quality control program before extend- 
ing the current broken evaluation system to BDD and Quick Start. 

6. Some Veteran Service Organizations (VSOs) express frustration by 
VA’s lack of efforts in collaborating with them in increasing utiliza- 
tion of BDD and Quick Start programs. Please expand upon the chal- 
lenges faces hy your organization in this regard? What can Congress 
do to increase the cooperation between VA and VSOs with respect 
to the BDD and Quick Start Programs? 

lAVA helps veterans by raising awareness, advocating for reforms and assisting 
veterans and their families to find the best services available. However, we do not 
provide traditional services and do not employ service officers. As such, we have not 
seen too many organizational challenges in this regard. We do believe that VSO 
Service Officers are invaluable resources for veterans navigating the VA system. 
Service officers should be a component to TAP programs and be included in local 
BDD and Quick Start Programs. Local service offices can act as a knowledgeable 
interface between the veteran, the DoD and the VA during the process. 

7. Are you aware of any unique challenges by members of the National 
Guard and Reservists in gaining information about the Quick Start 
program and filing claims through this program? 

Members of the National Guard and Reserve components are being mobilized at 
unprecedented rates. As a result, more members of the Select Reserve are eligible 
for a wider range of VA benefits than ever before. Yet, members of the Select Re- 
serve do not have the same access to information and benefits, as do their Active 
Duty peers. To help bridge this gap lAVA recommends that VA offer training to se- 
lected AGR members of the National Guard and Reserve so that each unit has a 
benefits and resources councilor organic to the unit. 


Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs 

Washington, DC. 

March 25, 2010 

Gerald T. Manar 

Deputy Director of National Veterans Service 
Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States 
200 Maryland Avenue, SE 
Washington, DC 20002 
Dear Mr. Manar: 

Thank you for testifying at the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs’ Sub- 
committee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs’ oversight hearing on the 
“Examination of the Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs,” 
held on Eebruary 24, 2010. I would greatly appreciate if you would provide answers 
to the enclosed follow-up hearing questions by Monday, April 26, 2010. 

In an effort to reduce printing costs, the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, in co- 
operation with the Joint Committee on Printing, is implementing some formatting 
changes for material for all full committee and subcommittee hearings. Therefore, 
it would be appreciated if you could provide your answers consecutively on letter 
size paper, single-spaced. In addition, please restate the question in its entirety be- 
fore the answer. 

Due to the delay in receiving mail, please provide your responses to Ms. Megan 
Williams by fax at (202) 225-2034. If you have any questions, please call (202) 225- 
3608. 


Sincerely, 


John J. Hall 
Chairman 
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Questions from the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs 
Oversight Hearing the “Examination of the Benefits Delivery at Discharge 
and Quick Start Programs” 

February 24, 2010 

This is in response to the questions submitted by the House Committee on Vet- 
eran’s Affairs in conjunction with the oversight hearing on the “Examination of the 
Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs” held on February 24, 
2010 . 

1. How would it help VA if the Transition Assistance Program (TAP) briefings 
and BDD or Quick Start exams were mandatory for all decommissioning 
servicemembers? Do you believe VA has the resources needed for this expan- 
sion? 

Response: “How would it help VA” is not, in our view, the appropriate question. 
Rather, we believe that the question to ask is “how would it help discharging 
servicemembers if the TAP briefings were mandatory and BDD and Quick Start ex- 
aminations required?” 

Clearly, making TAP briefings mandatory for all discharging servicemembers, in- 
cluding deactivating National Guard and Reserve personnel would impose an addi- 
tional and substantial burden on VA. Although VBA has received substantial in- 
creases in FTE over the past few years, the focus has been on training them to de- 
velop, process and finalize pending claims. Outreach, while very important, only at- 
tracts more claims; it doesn’t resolve any. Should Congress decide to make TAP 
briefings mandatory, additional FTE would be required for both the outreach efforts 
AND claims processing. 

We do not believe that VBA currently has the resources to increase outreach nor 
the staff to process the additional claims generated from outreach efforts. FTE pro- 
vided by Congress in the last few years has been allocated to processing claims. 
Claims receipts increased by 14 percent in FY 2009 and, reportedly, by another 10 
percent FYTD. Clearly, they need to focus on the current work at this time. 

However, VBA estimates that pending inventories will peak in FY 2012 and begin 
to fall in the years that follow. Rather than decrease FTE as anticipated in FY 2014 
and beyond, VBA could reallocate staff to improving outreach to departing 
servicemembers. While this is not the ideal approach, it is, in our view, the most 
practical. 1 

2. What can Congress do to assist VA and DoD in expanding TAP briefings and 
BDD or Quick Start exams to all discharging servicemembers. 

Response: There are several issues here: 

• What can Congress do to expand TAP briefings? The simplest thing is to pass 
legislation requiring every discharging servicemember, including Guard and 
reserve personnel, to participate in mandatory TAP briefings. These briefings 
are designed to provide discharging servicemembers essential information on 
a wide variety of subjects which help ease transition from active duty to civil- 
ian life. 

Since VA does not, in our opinion, currently have the resources to provide 
staff to conduct additional TAP briefings, it would be necessary to either plus- 
up the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) FTE or utilize alternative 
methods, such as computerized training modules or videoconferencing, to pro- 
vide this information. 

• Should Congress require a discharge physical examination for all discharging 
servicemembers? At one time discharging servicemembers were required to 
undergo a complete physical examination at discharge. This examination pro- 
vided a coda to military service by providing a snapshot at the point of dis- 
charge of the servicemembers physical and mental condition. It also com- 
plimented the entrance examination and provided VA with information that 
documented changes, whether acute or chronic, new or old, at discharge. We 
believe it is an extremely useful tool which should be required of all. 

• A literal reading of the question suggests the possibility of requiring BDD and 
Quick Start claims from all servicemembers at discharge. We believe this to 
be overly broad and, frankly, unnecessary. Discharging members must be 


1 Presentation by Acting Under Secretary for Benefits to the Advisory Committee on Disability 
Compensation, April 20, 2010. 
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thoroughly briefed on the various programs that may be available to them as 
they transition from active duty. However, not everyone leaves service with 
a chronic condition potentially entitling them to benefits. Such a requirement 
would be overly burdensome on VA and its associates and wasteful of scarce 
government resources. We would not endorse such a proposal. 

3. The Memo of Understanding (MOU) between VA and DoD largely permits 
only VA physicians to conduct the single exams. Is this a problem and if so, 
should more training be provided to DoD physicians so that they can conduct 
these exams more often? 

Response: We have insufficient information to respond substantively to this 
question. We do know that VA uses some QTC contracted physicians to conduct 
BDD and Quick Start exams. 

4. You testified that even when comprehensive physical exams are adminis- 
tered, there is not enough time or resources to complete them effectively. 
What might Congress do to resolve this issue? 

Response: We regularly receive reports from veterans that the examinations pro- 
vided them were quick and, in the veterans lay opinion, not thorough. These reports 
come from both discharging servicemembers undergoing BDD/Quick Start exams 
and veterans undergoing exams at VA facilities. Of particular concern are psy- 
chiatric examinations which, by their very nature, rely heavily on a review of med- 
ical records, extensive interviews and testing, all of which take time. Examinations 
which experts in the field indicate should normally take 60-90 minutes are com- 
pleted in 15-20 minutes. Unfortunately, simply reviewing examination reports does 
not provide any indication of the amount of time afforded servicemembers or vet- 
erans since the report invariably appears to be complete. 

We believe that a study of scheduling practices at military installations where 
BDD/Quick Start examinations are given would quickly indicate what the average 
examination time allotted is, together with outliers, by body system. We urge a 
study of scheduling of psychiatric examinations for compensation purposes, both 
original and claims for increase. Further, the study could include post examination 
surveys of those examined to better understand what went on during the examina- 
tion. This should provide objective data so as to better inform VA and this Com- 
mittee. 

5. GAO reported that VA has established only one measure for gauging the ef- 
fectiveness of the BDD and Quick Start programs. However, it seems that 
VA has several means for measuring general disability claims. Do you agree 
additional quality measurements could assist VA in fully implementing the 
BDD and Quick Start programs. 

Response: Yes. 

6. Some Veteran Service Organizations express frustration by VA’s lack of ef- 
forts in collaborating with them in increasing utilization of BDD and Quick 
Start pro^ams. Please expand upon the challenges faced by your organiza- 
tion in this regard? What can Congress do to increase the cooperation be- 
tween VA and VSO’s with respect to the BDD and Quick Start programs? 

Response: Our testimony reflected our experiences with VA and DoD with re- 
gards to the BDD and Quick Start programs. The rank and file workers, even many 
VA supervisors on military bases, recognize that VSO’s can provide valuable assist- 
ance in educating and assisting discharging servicemembers. Once we are on a mili- 
tary base, VA staff and base officials quickly see the positive impact we have on 
the claims intake portion of the BDD/Quick Start programs. 

Where we have difficulty is getting on a military base in the first place. VA must 
negotiate for space and access with local DoD officials, individuals who are often dis- 
tracted by the realities of housing and training servicemembers who are either pre- 
paring for deployment or returning from overseas. Their focus is on the war and the 
warriors who fight for our nation. It is our opinion that many within DoD do not 
adequately recognize that ensuring a quality transition from military service to ci- 
vilian life is just as essential as recruiting, training and leading men and women 
in the defense of our nation. As a consequence, they look on VA, and by extension, 
VSO’s, with suspicion, thinking that our very presence will somehow distract them 
and their troops from their primary mission. 

As a consequence, VA often finds it difficult to obtain adequate space on a mili- 
tary base for its own workers. Since VA fails to include service organizations in its 
BDD/Quick Start expansion plans, it is no surprise that space for service officers 
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is not usually included in their planning. Once a VSO offers to place a service officer 
on a base to help, it must negotiate with both base officials and the VA. 

Please allow me to offer the following as an example of the problems we experi- 
ence with military personnel when seeking entry to a base to help servicemembers. 
Several years ago we became concerned that Army personnel going through the 
DES program at Walter Reed were not adequately represented and, as a result, 
were receiving decisions which significantly under evaluated the chronic problems 
for which they had to leave service. We decided to place a highly qualified service 
officer at Walter Reed to assist interested Army personnel. We met with a dozen 
civilian and military officials at the base seeking a minimum amount of space in 
which to work. We were rebuffed at every turn. Even a meeting between high level 
VA officials, senior VSO executives representing the major VSO’s and DoD per- 
sonnel at Walter Reed failed to produce positive results. As a consequence, soldiers 
at Walter Reed do not have the opportunity to consult a VFW service officer during 
the DES process. 

Interestingly, when we decided to shift our efforts to the Bethesda Naval Hospital, 
we were able to gain access and office space with minimal effort. As a consequence, 
our service officer has started helping Navy and Marine personnel with BDD and 
Quick Start claims. 

What we would like to see is DoD and VA actively include at least the major 
VSO’s in planning when BDD/Quick Start expansion is considered. VA should ask 
us if we are able to provide service officers at those military bases to which they 
are expanding. While we may not be able to place a service officer at every base 
where VA has a presence because of budget reasons, we would certainly appreciate 
the opportunity to participate. 

7. Are you aware of any unique challenges encountered by members of the Na- 
tional Guard and Reservists in gaining information about the Quick Start 
program and filing claims through this program? 

Response: We know that National Guard and Reservists returning from deploy- 
ment are quickly returned to their communities and released from active duty. 
Therefore they are often unable to participate in TAP briefings and do not have the 
opportunity to participate in the BDD program because of the short time remaining 
on active duty. 

Much of VA’s outreach to servicemembers is focused on over 100 military installa- 
tions. With Guard units scattered across the United States and Puerto Rico, it is 
a challenge for VA to find the resources to provide TAP style briefings and claims 
assistance to them. 

Many VSO’s conduct outreach to Guard and Reserve centers. Some of these visits 
are coordinated with VA. At other times we visit at the request of the Guard or Re- 
serves. However, we are not aware of any program by VA to ensure that all return- 
ing Guard and Reserve personnel receive a timely TAP briefing along with assist- 
ance in completing claims. 

There is no doubt that this is problematic for VA. Outreach is performed by VA 
regional office staff, sometimes hundreds of miles distant from a Guard or Reserve 
center. Further, the service to be provided is two-fold: first, brief them on what ben- 
efits and services are available to them; then assist individuals with completing 
compensation claims. The first can be done in a matter of hours. Helping individuals 
file claims, if done right, will take much longer. 

At BDD sites, VFW service officers usually spend about an hour with each serv- 
icemember, helping them fill out the claim, pouring over service treatment records 
and ensuring that all chronic conditions related to service are claimed. It is much 
more difficult to provide this service to Guard and Reserve personnel because of the 
number of personnel filing all at once and their distance from VA and VSO per- 
sonnel. 

We believe that VA could construct a plan for conducting systematic outreach and 
claims assistance to Guard and Reserve personnel who have been recently deacti- 
vated. VA should work with the VSO’s who work in their regional offices in order 
to coordinate activities. In this way it would be possible for a number of VA and 
VSO personnel to appear at a Guard or Reserve center and provide information and 
services to appropriate personnel. Once such a plan is developed, it could be tested 
in a number of states in order to determine the efficacy of the plan. Data could be 
gathered and a report provided your Committee. 
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Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs 

Washington, DC. 

March 25, 2010 

Raymond C. Kelley 
National Legislative Director 
AMVETS 

4647 Forbes Boulevard 
Lanham MD, 20706 
Dear Mr. Kelley: 

Thank you for testifying at the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs’ Suh- 
committee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs’ oversight hearing on the 
“Examination of the Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs,” 
held on February 24, 2010. I would greatly appreciate if you would provide answers 
to the enclosed follow-up hearing questions by Monday, April 26, 2010. 

In an effort to reduce printing costs, the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, in co- 
operation with the Joint Committee on Printing, is implementing some formatting 
changes for material for all full committee and subcommittee hearings. Therefore, 
it would be appreciated if you could provide your answers consecutively on letter 
size paper, single-spaced. In addition, please restate the question in its entirety be- 
fore the answer. 

Due to the delay in receiving mail, please provide your responses to Ms. Megan 
Williams by fax at (202) 225-2034. If you have any questions, please call (202) 225- 
3608. 

Sincerely, 

John J. Hall 
Chairman 


Questions from the House Committee on Veteran’s Affairs 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs 
Oversight Hearing on “Examination of the Benefits Delivery at Discharge 
and Quick Start Programs” 

February 24, 2010 

1. How would it help VA if the Transition Assistance Program (TAP) 
briefings and BDD or Quick Start exams were mandatory for all de- 
commissioning servicemembers? Do you believe VA has the re- 
sources needed for this expansion? 

It would help transitioning servicemembers if VA TAP briefings were mandatory. 
AMVETS doesn’t believe this will cause a resource issue, because VA is present at 
most TAP briefings but servicemembers don’t participate. Not all transitioning 
servicemembers leave service with a disability; therefore, AMVETS does not believe 
that BDD or Quick Start exams need to be mandatory. However, we would like to 
see the Disability Evaluation System (DES) program expand and become mandatory 
for all transitioning servicemembers. 

2. What can Congress do to assist VA and DoD in expanding TAP brief- 
ings and BDD or Quick Start exams to all discharged 
servicemembers? 

Congress should mandate that all transitioning servicemembers must attend VA 
TAP briefings. 

3. The Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between VA and DoD 
largely permits only VA physicians to conduct the single exam. Is 
this a problem and if so, should more training be provided to DoD 
physicians so they can conduct these exams more often. 

The MOU between DoD and VA is a general agreement that allows local DoD fa- 
cilities to enter into MOUs with local VA facilities. These local MOUs dictate who 
is responsible for what aspects of the single exams. The issues that arise are often 
ones of logistics. For instance: the MOU states VA will conduct the physicals and 
DoD will provide examination rooms. This seams benign enough; however, DoD may 
not understand what equipment will be needed for VA to conduct a thorough exam. 
A clearer explanation of what needs and expectations are for each location so there 
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is not a lack of resources. In cases where DoD will be conducting the exams, it is 
important that they provide a medical evaluation that is complete and in a format 
that is usable by VA. AMVETS suggests that VA design medical condition templates 
for DoD and civilian doctors to use to ensure all pertinent information is included 
so VA will not have to conduct a second exam because critical information is not 
included. 

4. You testified that even when comprehensive physical exams are ad- 
ministrated, there is not enough time or resources to complete them 
effectively. What might Congress do to resolve this issue? 

Again, AMVETS attributes this to vague MOUs between local DoD and VA facili- 
ties. AMVETS believes this is a problem that can be easily solved by the two agen- 
cies. If upon their recommendations it is believed that more funding for these pro- 
grams is needed then Congress should appropriate sufficient funding. 

5. GAO reported that VA has established only one measure for measure 
for gauging the effectiveness of the BDD and Quick Start programs. 
However, it seems that VA has several means for measuring general 
disability claims. Do you agree additional quality measurements 
could assist VA in fully implementing the BDD and Quick Start pro- 
grams? 

Yes, there needs to be a more emphasis on quality. AMVETS is working with 
other VSOs to construct a metric to more evenly evaluate effectiveness. 

6. Some Veterans Service Organizations (VSOs) express frustration by 
VA’s lack of efforts in collaborating with them in increasing utiliza- 
tion of BDD and Quick Start programs. Please expand upon the chal- 
lenges faced by your organization in this regard? What can Congress 
do to increase the cooperation between VA and VSOs with respect 
to the BDD and Quick Start programs? 

This is more of a problem between DoD and the VSOs. For our service officers 
to assist servicemembers with a Quick Start of BDD claim they need access to them 
on military installations. This requires cooperation between the Commanders on 
each of the bases and the VSOs. 

7. Are you aware of any unique challenges encountered by members of 
the National Guard and reservists in gaining information about the 
Quick Start program and filing claims through this program? 

Time is the largest factor in all Guard and reserve transition issues. Most demobi- 
lizations take less than one week. It is impossible to conduct a complete physical 
for hundreds to thousands of returning servicemembers. The simple solution is to 
provide a VA briefing prior to Guard and reserve member’s exit exam. This will pro- 
vide them with the knowledge to tell the medical professional conduction the evalua- 
tion every condition that started or got worse while on active duty. As long as the 
information is in their medical records and the veteran files for disability within one 
year they will have a very quick claims process. 


Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs 

Washington, DC. 
March 25, 2010 

John L. Wilson 

Assistant National Legislative Director 
Disabled American Veteran 
807 Maine Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC 20024 
Dear Mr. Wilson: 

Thank you for testifying at the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs’ Sub- 
committee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs’ oversight hearing on the 
“Examination of the Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs,” 
held on February 24, 2010. I would greatly appreciate if you would provide answers 
to the enclosed follow-up hearing questions by Monday, April 26, 2010. 

In an effort to reduce printing costs, the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, in co- 
operation with the Joint Committee on Printing, is implementing some formatting 
changes for material for all full committee and subcommittee hearings. Therefore, 
it would be appreciated if you could provide your answers consecutively on letter 



66 


size paper, single-spaced. In addition, please restate the question in its entirety be- 
fore the answer. 

Due to the delay in receiving mail, please provide your responses to Ms. Megan 
Williams by fax at (202) 225-2034. If you have any questions, please call (202) 225- 
3608. 

Sincerely, 


John J. Hall 
Chairman 


Post-Hearing Questions For John Wilson, Assistant National 
Legislative Direetor of the Disabled American Veterans 
Following the February 24, 2010 Hearing of the United States House of 

Representatives, House Veterans’ Affairs, Subcommittee on Disability 
Assistance and Memorial Affairs 

1. How would it help VA if the Transition Assistance Program (TAP) briefings 
and BDD or Quick Start exams were mandatory for all decommissioning 
servicemembers? Do you believe VA has the resources needed for this expan- 
sion? 

Response: Mandatory TAP, Disability Transition Assistance Programs (DTAP) 
briefings and Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) and Quick Start medical exami- 
nations would ensure all separating military personnel would be better informed as 
to the variety of benefits for which they qualify. Additionally, all medical evidence 
necessary to determine service connection for claimed disabilities would be readily 
available, which would expedite the claims adjudication process and facilitate plac- 
ing any disability compensation that is due in the “hands” of the member shortly 
after transitioning into veterans status. 

Regarding the question of resources, if all decommissioning servicemembers were 
required to complete TAP/DTAP and BDD/Quick Start programs, the Department 
of Veterans Affairs (VA) would likely need additional resources to ensure the timely 
delivery of these services. 

2. What can Congress do to assist VA and Department of Defense (DoD) in ex- 
panding TAP briefings and BDD or Quick Start exams to all discharging 
servicemembers? 

Response: We recommend Congress provide sufficient funding, staffing and over- 
sight for TAP/DTAP to ensure these services are available to support all routine dis- 
charges per year from each branch of service. 

We further recommend Congress provide sufficient funding to ensure that mem- 
bers of the National Guard and Reserve forces who are activated for 12 months or 
longer be afforded a period of active duty of five days, within 90 days of separation, 
in order to attend TAP and DTAP workshops. Additionally, Congress should require 
completion of a separation physical exam and attending TAP/DTAP as mandatory 
conditions for all separating military personnel to receive the DD Form 214, Cer- 
tificate of Release or Discharge from Active Duty. 

3. The Memo of Understanding (MOU) between VA and DoD largely permits 
only VA physicians to conduct the single exams. Is this a problem and if so, 
should more training be provided to DoD physicians so they can conduct the 
exams more often? 

Response: The DoD’s role in providing separation physical exams was modified 
because of previous instances where DoD improperly applied disability standards 
specified in the VA Schedule for Rating Disabilities and also because transitioning 
personnel who file disability claims with the VA were subject to duplicative physical 
exams in order to meet requirements of both the DoD and VA. A study in 1994 of 
the Navy and Marine Corps’ mandated separation exams found that while they met 
the services’ needs for a separation physical, 75 percent of the exams’ findings were 
insufficient for the purpose of disability ratings. Often the diagnosis or findings 
were not in line with the requirements of the VA rating schedule. 

Maximizing the use of available physician resources whether from DoD, VA or 
others provides the greatest flexibility to ensure that transitioning personnel obtain 
this critical medical exam. To maximize their use, duplicative exams can be elimi- 
nated by DoD and VA establishing the use of medical examination templates, as is 
currently being done in certain VA pilots, to ensure that all examinations are ade- 
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quate for rating purposes regardless of source. It seems prudent to further clarify 
MOU procedures accordingly. 

4. You testified that even when comprehensive physical exams are adminis- 
tered, there is not enough time or resources to complete them effectively. 
What might Congress do to resolve this issue? 

Response: DAV recommends Congress provide the DoD and VA the necessary re- 
sources to ensure all transitioning military personnel appl3dng for disability com- 
pensation receive separation physicals, whether active duty, mobilized Reserve or 
Guard forces. We further recommend Congress provide sufficient funding to ensure 
that members of the National Guard and Reserve forces who are activated for 12 
months or longer be afforded a period of active duty of five days, within 90 days 
of separation, in order to attend TAP and DTAP workshops. 

5. GAO reported that VA has established only one measure for gauging the ef- 
fectiveness of the BDD and Quick Start programs. However, it seems that 
VA has several means for measuring general disability claims. Do you agree 
additional quality measurements could assist VA in fully implementing the 
BDD and Quick Start programs? 

Response: The inclusion of additional quality measures could provide the VA 
with information that would further enhance the effectiveness of this important pro- 
gram. For example, monitoring all actions taken from the date VA receives a claim, 
as opposed to the current practice of monitoring all actions taken from the date of 
receipt of the DD Form 214, may provide both DoD and VA with important informa- 
tion that resolves other process problems that are not presently apparent. 

The VA/DoD Joint Executive Council has only a general focus on this area. Its 
objective as found in its Strategic Plan for FY 2009 to 2011 is “to improve participa- 
tion in the BDD program nationwide and ensure servicemembers are afforded the 
single cooperative examinations where available.” The plan to streamline benefits 
application processes, eliminate duplicative requirements and correct various busi- 
ness practices that complicate the process will prove more useful however when 
there are measureable outcomes. Congressional oversight of the success of this stra- 
tegic plan is also recommended. 

6. Some Veteran Service Organizations (VSOs) express frustration by VA’s lack 
of efforts in collaborating with them in increasing utilization of BDD and 
Quick Start pro^ams. Please expand upon the challenges faced by your or- 
ganization in this regard. What can Congress do to increase the cooperation 
between VA and VSOs with respect to the BDD and Quick Start programs? 

Response: VSOs at a number of military installations were given access to pro- 
vide free assistance to military personnel in various stages of preparation for sepa- 
ration from military services. In 1998, for example, VSOs at the national, state and 
county level were acknowledged as playing an important role with VAROs in VBA 
predischarge claims development, examinations and rating decisions (VA Circular 
20-98-2, Change 1 dated January 25, 1999). VSOs were encouraged to participate 
with VAROs and to be made an integral part of the planning and execution of these 
programs. VSOs were authorized to conduct TAP and DTAP briefings, consult with 
personnel on VA benefits, and conduct reviews of service treatment records in order 
to advise claimants and to assist them in preparing benefit applications. In Appen- 
dix A, section 10 of this same circular VSOs were identified as partners and “full 
integration of the veterans’ service organizations is important for the support of the 
pre-discharge examination and claims adjudication process.” 

Today, VSOs’ access to military installations varies, with some simply not allow- 
ing VSOs access. Congressional action directing VSOs’ access to conduct TAP and 
DTAP briefings, consult with personnel on VA benefits, and conduct reviews of serv- 
ice treatment records in order to advise claimants and to assist them in preparing 
benefit applications is critical. If VSOs are incorporated as full partners in this area, 
we could provide transitioning military personnel a critical adjunct to existing pro- 
grams and could offer constructive comments to DoD and VA on delivery of services 
to ensure best practices are adopted and less constructive initiatives discarded. 

7. Are you aware of any unique challenges encountered by members of the Na- 
tional Guard and Reservists in gaining information about the Quick Start 
program and filing claims through this program? 

Response: A unique challenge that National Guard and Reserve personnel often 
face is their rapid demobilization from active duty status which may preclude their 
being fully informed about benefits potentially available to them. Additionally, since 
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separation physical exams are not mandatory, this may later impact their eligibility 
for disability compensation for service-connected conditions. 


Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs 

Washington, DC. 
March 25, 2010 

Diana Rubens 

Associate Deputy Under Secretary for Field Operations 

Veterans Benefits Administration 

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 

810 Vermont Ave., NW 

Washington, DC 20420 

Dear Ms. Rubens: 


Thank you for testifying at the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs’ Sub- 
committee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs’ oversight hearing on the 
“Examination of the Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs,” 
held on February 24, 2010. I would greatly appreciate if you would provide answers 
to the enclosed follow-up hearing questions by Monday, April 26, 2010. 

In an effort to reduce printing costs, the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, in co- 
operation with the Joint Committee on Printing, is implementing some formatting 
changes for material for all full committee and subcommittee hearings. Therefore, 
it would be appreciated if you could provide your answers consecutively on letter 
size paper, single-spaced. In addition, please restate the question in its entirety be- 
fore the answer. 

Due to the delay in receiving mail, please provide your responses to Ms. Megan 
Williams by fax at (202) 225-2034. If you have any questions, please call (202) 225- 
3608. 

Sincerely, 


John J. Hall 
Chairman 


Questions for the Record 
House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs 
Hearing on Examination of the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 
Benefits Delivery at Discharge and Quick Start Programs 
February 24, 2010 

Question 1: What percentage of VA’s current inventory of disability claims in- 
cludes first-time claims from Servicemembers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan? 

Response: As of March 31, 2010, the 15,932 initial claims submitted by 
Servicemembers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan represent 3.2 percent of VA’s 
inventory of 493,732 disability compensation claims. 

Question 2: Would it help VA if the Transition Assistance Program (TAP) brief- 
ings and BDD or Quick Start exams were mandatory for all decommissioning 
servicemembers, and if so, how? If VA favors this expansion, does VA have the re- 
sources needed to achieve this objective? What can Congress do to assist you in ex- 
panding TAP briefings and BDD or Quick Start exams to all discharging 
servicemembers? 

Response: Mandatory TAP briefings would significantly help support VA’s mis- 
sion. TAP briefings provide VA the opportunity to promote the BDD and Quick 
Start programs and provide information about Veterans’ benefits and services. If all 
separating Servicemembers were required to attend TAP briefings, VA would need 
additional resources to reach all Servicemembers, particularly those separating from 
remote locations. VA is working to develop innovative ways of delivering TAP brief- 
ings for Servicemembers in situations and locations where briefings are difficult to 
conduct, including those separating from naval vessels while on deplo 3 Tnent, remote 
locations. Guard and Reserve units returning from theater, and Servicemembers 
serving in small detachments such as embassy guard personnel and recruiters. 
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VA supports mandatory separation physicals for all separating, deactivating re- 
serve component personnel and all retirees. Examinations adequate for use in the 
claims process are conducted to VA standards for Veterans who participate in BDD, 
Quick Start, the Joint DoDA^A Disability Evaluation System Pilot, and for those 
Veterans who file a claim within a year of separation from service. This represents 
approximately one half of all initial claims VA receives. The remainder of the claims 
are received from Veterans many years post service. Mandatory separation 
physicals need not be as extensive as an examination for a compensation claim, but 
they would serve critical needs that are currently not being met. Those needs in- 
clude the following: 1. The examination results, if automated, would aid in pre- 
dicting future claim activity and would materially aid in VA’s efforts to project fu- 
ture requirements in a manner similar to Social Security; and 2. The examination 
results would provide a critical baseline of the state of a Servicemember’s health at 
time of separation that could document his/her state of hearing and vision, and de- 
termine whether isolated reports of treatment for routine medical events, such as 
strains, have resolved or continue to have residuals that justify an award of service 
connection. 

Question 3: Despite the Memo of Understanding (MOU) between the VA and 
DoD, many units are still failing to execute a single physical exam that will meet 
both the VA and DoD’s standards. How can we help local units to get a single exam- 
ination process established? Can this problem be solved simply through education 
and training, or should the policy be fundamentally changed? 

Response: The existing MOUs regarding single examinations do not mandate 
separation physicals for all separating Servicemembers. Rather, they are an agree- 
ment as to the standard to which examinations will be conducted (and by whom) 
when they are needed for a specific purpose such as a disability claim or a retire- 
ment physical. The policy should be fundamentally changed. Mandatory separation 
physicals for all Servicemembers leaving a period of active duty should be instituted 
for those individuals who do not file a claim for disability benefits prior to separa- 
tion. It must be recognized that this core baseline reading is a foundational piece 
to any future disability decision rendered on a Veteran who chooses to file a dis- 
ability claim many years after service. 

Question 4: How does the effectiveness of these programs suffer through having 
MOUs with DoD that largely permit only VA physicians to conduct the single 
exams? If this is a problem, should more training be provided to DoD physicians 
so that they can conduct these exams more often? 

Response: The memorandum of agreement between VA and DoD does not specify 
that the examination must be conducted by a VA physician, only that the examina- 
tion be conducted in accordance with VA examination protocols. In this period of 
conflict, it is not surprising that DoD, with its own clinical staffing challenges, be- 
lieves that its primary focus must be on forward-deployed health and health mainte- 
nance of the force. Locally, individual VA regional offices, VA medical centers and 
military treatment facilities (MTFs) will sign a memorandum of understanding, de- 
fining each agency’s responsibilities. Responsibility for completing the exam (or as- 
pects of the exam) is based largely on the availability of each agency’s resources at 
or near the location. 

If DoD physicians are available at MTFs, training in many cases is provided 
through VHA’s examiner testing protocol to enable DoD clinicians to conduct exami- 
nations in accordance with VA’s examination protocols. 

Question 5: The Government Accountability Office (GAO) testified that VA has 
established only one measure for gauging the effectiveness of the BDD and Quick 
Start programs. However, it seems that VA has several means for measuring gen- 
eral disability claims including: (a) how much time a veteran has to wait for a final 
decision, (b) average days to complete all work to reach a final decision, and (c) per- 
centage of claims with no processing errors. I understand that if VA performed 
these surveys, such as tracking total time to develop a claim, the results may sug- 
g:est that VA has more work to do to achieve its goals. However, can’t these addi- 
tional performance measurements assist VA in fully implementing the BDD and 
Quick Start programs? 

Response: The effectiveness of the BDD and Quick Start programs is generally 
gauged utilizing the same measurements applied to all other disability claims. 
These measurements include “average days to complete” (average days to complete 
all work) and “average days pending” (average age of the currently pending work- 
load). VA conducts the same quality assurance reviews for the sites that process 
BDD and Quick Start claims as are used for other regional offices. 
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BDD claims present unique issues with regard to measuring “average days to 
process” and “average days pending” in that there are significant differences when 
compared to normal Veterans claims processing. If VA were to measure from the 
date the Servicemember filed his/her claim, both of these measures would be mean- 
ingless since they would be controlled by: (a) when the Servicemember filed his/her 
claim in relation to his/her expected separation date; and (b) the fact that VA cannot 
influence this time since VA has no legal authority to finalize the decision and make 
payment until the member separates. Thus, we believe that the true measure of the 
success and effectiveness of the pre-discharge programs is the time delay between 
separation and notification of entitlement. 

Question 6: Veterans Service Organizations (VSOs) suggest they can play a crit- 
ical role in improving the implementation of BBD and Quick Start programs. What 
can we do to increase your cooperation with VSO’s in this regard? What challenges 
might you face in forging this cooperation? 

Response: At the Transition Assistance Program briefings, VA advises 
Servicemembers about the opportunity to be represented by a VSO. There is no in- 
herent legal or VA-imposed process limitation in the ability of service organizations 
to represent Servicemembers in the VA claims process while they are still on active 
duty. In fact, partnerships exist with various organizations, including state Depart- 
ments of Veterans’ Affairs, at some BDD sites. We are aware, however, that service 
organizations sometimes have difficulty obtaining office space on military installa- 
tions due to the widespread space scarcity on most installations following consolida- 
tion of facilities through the BRAG activities. 

Question 7: What unique challenges does VA encounter with educating members 
of the National Guard and Reservists about the BDD and Quick Start programs, 
and processing the Quick Start claims? How many Quick Start claims do you proc- 
ess each year? How many do you complete annually? 

Response: Normally, deployed members of the reserve components cannot par- 
ticipate in the BDD program because of the extremely brief period of time that they 
have on active duty following return from theater. VA often receives limited notice 
of the demobilization events and has limited time to interact with the 
Servicemembers. 

When VA reaches Servicemembers at the demobilization events, there is insuffi- 
cient time to conduct medical examinations and gather evidence while on active 
duty. VA accepts Quick Start claims at demobilization events, but locating and ob- 
taining service treatment records from individual units can be time consuming. Fre- 
quently there is a delay, sometimes significant, in associating in-theater treatment 
records with their medical jacket. VA completed 16,162 Quick Start claims during 
FY08, and 22,021 Quick Start claims during FY09. This fiscal year 11,712 Quick 
Start claims have been completed through the end of March. We do not have a re- 
port that identifies which of those claims was from reserve component 
Servicemembers. 

Question 8: What can this Committee do to assist VA in addressing any technical 
or training issues related to the BDD and Quick Start programs? Will the 4,000 ad- 
ditional disability raters requested in the Administration’s FYll budget make any 
impact in the ability to expand the BDD and Quick Start programs? 

Response: VA requests the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs maintain its 
current level of support to ensure the continuing success of the BDD and Quick 
Start programs. The additional staffing in VA’s 2011 budget submission are pri- 
marily focused on addressing the increasing demand for services as represented by 
the unprecedented claim rate, including claims received through the BDD and Quick 
Start programs. VA continues to seek opportunities to reach out and assist sepa- 
rating Servicemembers while they are on active duty and is committed to supporting 
the smooth transition from military to civilian life. 
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